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1 Riding the wave
Protest cascades, and what we can learn from them

Donatella della Porta

1.1 Social movements in late neoliberalism: an introduction

In 2013, as the cycle of protest that became most visible in 2011 seemed to
subside, contentious politics began to re-emerge worldwide. By looking at
protests in the most disparate parts of the globe (including Turkey, Brazil,
Venezuela, South Africa, Bosnia, Bulgaria, and Ukraine), this volume will
address three main debates spurred by those protests: the effects of the
late neoliberal global economy on social movements; the development of
contentious politics under authoritarian democracies; and the emergence
of new collective identities.

In addressing these questions, we shall also discuss a more encompassing
one: What happens when a wave of protest which starts in a homogeneous
area affects other countries in its long ebb? Or, at least, when it is seen as a
sort of continuation of that initial spark? In 2013, protests spread, inspired
atleast in part by the anti-austerity protest wave of 2011 but also presenting
some peculiarity. Participants in the new movement often acknowledge
the learning process from movements in other countries. Thus, a Turkish
activist stated,

I believe they would never have taken off had it not been for the various
global precedents, such as the Occupy movement. Our local park forums
adopt the methods of global justice movements such as Occupy. The hand
gestures to enable communication among crowds without creating noise
have been emulated at some of the forums with larger participation. The
open stage where individuals queue for and take turns to express their
thoughts, ideas and vision freely, is another element of this movement’s
repertoire that is becoming more and more common (Inceoglu, 2013).

The linkages between the protests in 2011 and those in 2013 have in fact been
explicitly addressed by scholars as well. As Géran Therborn (2014: 6) noted,
“Paradoxically, it is not so much in the recession-struck Northern heartlands
but in the neo-capitalist Second World, and in the — supposedly booming
— BRICS and emerging economies, that popular anger has made itself felt.”
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The 2011 protests had started in the so-called PIIGS countries — Portugal,
Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain — which were suffering the most from the
financial crisis and in very contentious environments. In contrast, some of
the 2013 protests developed in countries that were considered as “winners”
in economic terms (such as Brazil, Venezuela, Turkey, South Africa) or as
very tame in terms of contentious politics (such as Bosnia, Bulgaria, or
Ukraine). Nevertheless, despite differences, “an emphasis on urban space
through the occupation of public squares has been a common characteristic
of all of these protests. Real estate bubbles, soaring housing prices, and the
overall privatization-alienation of common urban goods constitute the
common ground of protests in as diverse places as the United States, Egypt,
Spain, Turkey, Brazil, Israel, and Greece” (Tugal, 2013: 158).

In analyzing these protests, this volume has two aims: one theoretical,
and one empirical. At the theoretical level, the volume’s introduction as
well as the individual chapters will address the three mentioned debates:
the effect of the late neoliberal global economy on social movements; the
development of contentious politics under “authoritarian democracies”;
and the emergence of new collective identities.

The first debate is about the social bases of the protest. While the move-
ments of 2011, from the Arab Spring to the Indignados and Occupy, had
been defined as movements against austerity by victims of the financial
crisis, the 2013 movements have often been called movements of the mid-
dle class. Departing from the observation of the participation of a large
mass of well-educated youth as well as members of free professions and
white collar workers, however, the debate saw a cleavage between those
who talked about a positive expansion of the (tendentially democratic)
middle classes in the global South, and those who pointed instead at the
frustration of a middle class in status and economic decline. In addressing
the social composition of the protests, the volume discusses the issue of the
effect of the neoliberal economy beyond the core democratic countries — as
well as the various class configurations of the protest as the protest waves
broadened beyond the first-comer countries.

A second debate addresses the political conditions for the development
of the protests. Defying the expectation that movements will develop when
democratic opportunities open up, the volume analyzes contentious politics
in what have been defined as authoritarian, or at least non-liberal, democra-
cies. At both the theoretical and the empirical levels, the various chapters
will analyze the intertwining of neoliberal economic global policies with
reduced institutional channels for participation, growing repression as well as
a perceived decline of civic and political rights. As rulers learn from previous
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failures, protesters target exclusive and corrupt conceptions and practices of
politics, proposing alternative democratic conceptions and practices.

A third debate, which will be covered both theoretically and empirically,
refers to the emergence of new collective identities. In various ways, the
protesters in 2013 needed to reconstitute a political subjectivity. While
a traditional class discourse and an ideological vision of the Left were
problematic given domestic but also transnational trends, the movements
contributed to the spreading of an alternative language, bridging social and
cultural concerns. In action, during the protest campaigns, a new “spirit”
emerged, giving rise to a sense of empowerment that often lasted beyond the
campaigns. Contentious politics contributed, in this way, to the reshuffling
of political cleavages and the emergence of new norms — although with
different degrees of success as latecomers rode the protest wave.

From the empirical point of view, the volume analyzes protests in areas
of the world that have rarely been addressed by “mainstream” social move-
ment studies. By looking at the protest forms, framing, and organization,
the research points at the ways in which ideas spread from the areas in
which a protest wave first emerged, and how they were adopted but also
adapted to new contexts.

Social movement studies have developed a useful toolkit of concepts to
deal with collective action in normal times — meaning structured times
in which expectations can reliably be built upon previous experiences,
cognition, relations. Additionally, the type of context they have mainly
addressed are so-called advanced democracies, with developed welfare
states, consolidated party systems, and (more or less) respected rule of law.
Theorization has often been oriented towards explanation of the impact
of structures on collective action. The main expectation is that protests
require opportunities and resources to develop —and a democratic political
system has long been considered as almost a precondition. Further, move-
ments have been seen mainly as national actors; only more recently have
they been located within transnational arenas.

We know much less about some issues that are of fundamental impor-
tance for looking at late neoliberalism and its discontent (della Porta, 2015).
First, although Goldstone and Tilly (2001) authoritatively noted that not only
opportunities but also threats can encourage mobilization, and although
there is growing attention to the threats that trigger protest, we still know
little about movements that develop in times of crisis — i.e., when protest is
fueled more by threats than by opportunities. Movements that develop in
times of crisis have been little studied in mainstream social movement stud-
ies. We can assume that social movements that form in response to threats
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have different characteristics from those emerging in times of abundance.
In Kerbo's analysis (1982), movements of crisis are sparked by unemployment,
food shortages, and dislocations, when everyday life is challenged during
threatening political and social crises. Their participants are, at least in the
early stages, mainly the beneficiaries of the requested changes, and protests
tend to be more spontaneous, more often involving violent outbursts. Move-
ments of affluence, in contrast, are found in relatively good times; they are
often formed mainly by conscience members, and they are better organized
and less likely to use violence (Kerbo, 1982: 654). In general, while move-
ments of abundance (and opportunities) are expected to be stronger, larger,
longer-lasting, pragmatic, optimistic, and more often successful, movements
of crisis (and threats) are expected to be weaker, smaller, shorter, radical,
pessimistic, and more often unsuccessful (della Porta, 2013b). As we will see,
however, these assumptions seem too simplistic for the recent movements,
which certainly react to crisis, but go well beyond reactive trends.

We also know little about movements in exceptional times, i.e., eventful
times, when action changes relations. Social movement studies, as other
areas of studies in comparative politics or sociology, have focused on stable
times. Indeed, a main expectation has been that social movements belong
to normal politics and society, adapting to contextual conditions that tend
to be predictable. Conjunctural shifts of course happen in the political
opportunities for protest, but they rarely change structures. In fact, actors’
strategies are expected to be path dependent, only marginally evolving
within known structures.

If path dependency is indeed a widespread assumption in several areas,
however, recent societal development has shifted attention towards turning
points. In fact, neoliberalism has been considered as a critical juncture that
has drastically transformed modes of political integration (e.g. Roberts,
2015). At times, the crisis of late neoliberalism has also been presented as a
critical juncture, bringing about dramatic changes, although constrained
by previously existing structures. As typical agents of change, social
movements themselves have been seen as producing critical junctures
through sustained waves of protest. This has been noted in particular about
anti-austerity protests in those countries in which the economic crisis has
more quickly and deeply transformed previously established norms and
relations (della Porta, 2015; Roberts, 2015). Protests moved, however, from the
countries that had apparently suffered more from neoliberal globalization
(the so-called PIIGS) to those that had apparently gained from it (the BRICS-
type countries). More knowledge and theorization is certainly needed about
the working of the same critical junctures in different (neoliberal) contexts.
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Figure 1.1 Explaining the movement'’s spirit
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democracies

In order to understand movements in times of crisis, one must indeed
move decisively from causal to processual approaches. As movements, as
producers of their own (domestic and transnational) resources and sources
of empowerment, enter into complex interactions within multiple arenas,
the relations among players evolve in response to their strategic choices.
In game theoretical perspective, then, not only can games be changed, but
also the very identity of the players. While the socio-economic and political
contexts continue to enhance and constrain actors and action, feedback
loops are continuously produced and reproduced (della Porta, 2016).

As illustrated in Figure 1.1, then, we can expect a variety of neoliberal
crises to affect the characteristics of the different players — not only their
interests or strategies but also their very identities. Socio-economic char-
acteristics interact with political features, as neoliberalism and its crises
bring about the demise of previous forms of societal incorporation, often
without a successful substitution. Social de-incorporation thus generates
more or less acute crises of legitimacy (della Porta, 2015). While social move-
ment structures and cultures, often rooted in previous social and political
regimes, are directly and indirectly attacked, a new movement spirit can
emerge from the mobilization, transforming structure and relations at the
economic, political, and societal levels.

Looking at these processes, an additional consideration is in order. While
social movement studies have tended to focus on the national level, with
some attention to the local level, it is only more recently that an interest-
ing transnational dynamic has developed, together with the increasing
importance of international political opportunities and transnational
activism (della Porta and Tarrow, 2005; 2012). Research has looked at the
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development of new actors, but also at the cross-national diffusion of
frames and repertoires of action. Indeed, 2011 has been considered as a year
of global contention, comparable to, for example, 1848 or 1968. In looking
at the rolling wave of the protest in 2013 and beyond, we can address a
specific form of cross-national diffusion. Research on the spread of social
movements has often stressed proximity and similarity as facilitating
factors (della Porta and Mattoni, 2014). Nevertheless, as we will see in this
volume, frames and repertoires often spread in distant and diverse places
and are adapted to different situations with varying degrees of mobilizing
capacity.

The differential success of ideas spreading through emulation is indeed
addressed in research on regime transitions that looks at regime cascades.
At the micro level, the assumption is that there are “behavioral cascades,”
determined as the net benefits of each individual choice are influenced
by the number of people who make that choice (Granovetter, 1978), and
mobilization is fueled by the action of a “critical mass” (Marwell and Oliver,
1993). The assumption is that each individual is imperfectly informed and
that no one person can individually decide to overturn the status quo
(Lohmann, 1994). Each individual can then undertake action in order to
give a signal to large numbers, and the public is especially sensitive to the
size of aggregated turnout when deciding whether to make public a private
experience with the regime. In short, as “people are limited in their abilities
to articulate their personal experiences and opinions on complex policy
issues or to understand other people’s communications”, they “take an
informational cue from this simple signal: aggregate turnout” (Lohmann,
1994: 50). In this sense, political action is a way to express dissatisfaction
with the regime; the public looks for information about the size of protest;
and the regime risks losing power if communication cascades are success-
ful (Lohmann, 1993; 1994). At the macro level, the assumption is that in
these moments protest for democratization also spreads cross-nationally
as information is transmitted and received (all the more quickly in times of
social media) at the transnational level. This does not imply, however, that
the outcomes are convergent as, first of all, structural similarities might
be overestimated by the activists, while regimes learn from each other to
absorb and/or repress protests.

In parallel, we can assume that, even if the wave of contention in Turkey,
Brazil, Venezuela, Ukraine, Bosnia, and Bulgaria originated in the 2011
events, different contexts can bring about different outcomes. In what
follows, I will address three different theoretical debates that have been
stimulated by this wave of protests.
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1.2 Bringing capitalism and class back into the analysis

Social movement studies have been criticized for having paid too little at-
tention to long-term structural transformations. Strangely, some valuable
exceptions notwithstanding, concern for the social basis of protest has even
declined, as socio-economic claims raised through protest remained stable
or even increased (della Porta, 2016). While Gabriel Hetland and Jeff Goodwin
(2013) have called attention to the strange disappearance of capitalism from
social movement studies (especially in the United States), a review of political
sociology studies on social movements stressed how the narrowing of the
focus on the process of mobilization has, since the 1980s, diverted attention
from the relations between social structures and political participation, as
well as collective identities (Walder, 2009). In addressing this claim, I have
elsewhere suggested that we need to take into account three temporalities
of capitalism: its long-term changes, the mid-term alternance of growth and
crisis, and the short-term dynamics of specific critical junctures (della Porta,
2015). One should, however, handle the challenge of bringing structures into
focus, without losing the attention to agency and political mediation that
have been an important contribution of social movement studies.

Neoliberalism and its crisis

This volume focuses on late neoliberalism and its crises, with particular
attention to the ways in which different varieties of neoliberalism are re-
flected in protest movements around the world that were seen as latecomers
in the contentious wave which culminated in 2011. Exacerbated by austerity
policies — imposed on countries forced to access (or just threatened with)
international lending institutions — policies of privatization, deregulation,
and liberalization were also widespread in expanding economies. Research
in political economy has pointed at some general characteristics of neolib-
eralism, which can be seen within two quite different approaches: a) in a
trend vision, as a form of capitalist evolution (such as a developed version of
post-Fordism); b) in a Polanyi-like cyclical vision, as part of the pendulum
between free market and social protection. In both perspectives, free mar-
ket has emerged as an ideology that drives policies oriented not towards
aretreat of the state from the market, but rather towards the reduction of
investments designed to reduce market inequalities. Interventions include
protection of financial capitalism, privatization of public goods, bailing
out of banks, and flexibilization of labor markets, but also high regulatory
activities intended to increase the opportunity for speculative advantages.
As we will see, this was true not only in the countries that were hardest hit
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by the economic crisis — triggering deep and strong waves of contention —
but also in the so-called successful cases and in those countries in which
citizens had long been “patient” (Greskovits, 1998). These developments
have clear consequences for the social bases of contemporary contentious
politics, although these vary in different countries.

Bylooking at the protests that developed later along the wave that became
most visible in 2011, we extend in fact the focus on contention from the
countries that were hardest hit by the crisis to a broader range of neoliberal
economies, including those considered as the winners in global capitalism.
Beginning in the 1980s, the core capitalist states experienced a turn towards
the free market. First, the United States and Great Britain, led respectively
by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, moved toward cuts in the welfare
state as justified by an ideology of the free market. As increasing inequalities
and reduction of public intervention risked depressing the demand for goods,
low interest rates were used, in a sort of private Keynesianism, to support
demand - ultimately fueling the 2008 financial crisis. In fact, in that year,
the failure of Lehman Brothers produced such a shock that governments
decided to come to the rescue, with increasing government debt.

Given economic decline in the United States and United Kingdom,
coordinated market economies like the EU and Japan — where firms
rely more on non-market relations to manage their activities — seemed
to demonstrate equal or even superior competitiveness as compared to
the liberal market economy, which relies for coordination on competitive
market arrangements (Hall and Soskice, 2001; Streeck, 2o010). However, that
form of capitalism also moved towards the free market and was hit by
the recent financial crisis, showing, indeed, some inherent contradictions
of democratic capitalism. This could be seen especially in the EU, where
the trend towards welfare retrenchment was aggravated, especially in the
weaker economies, by the monetary union that (together with the fiscal
crisis) increased inequalities both among and within member states. With
the abandonment of Keynesian types of intervention, which assigned lead-
ing functions to fiscal policies, the monetarist orientation of the EU policies
— with the abandonment of full employment as a goal and the dominance
of price stability — was responsible for the type of crisis that developed in
the union (Scharpf, 2013; Stiglitz, 2012: 237). The European Monetary Union
(EMU) produced particular problems for countries with below-average
growth, as interest rates proved too high for their economies.

In 2008, the evidence of the crisis at the core of capitalism became
dramatic. As what political economists defined as “private Keynesianism”
— oriented to develop public demands through low interest rates — showed
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the full extent of its fragility, some countries (with traditionally weak
economies) were indeed much harder hit than others. In rich states as well,
however, neoliberalism had the effect of exponentially increasing social
inequalities, with a very small percentage of winners and a pauperization
of the working class, together with a proletarization of the middle class.

While the welfare state under Fordism had represented a decommodi-
fication of some goods, defined as public services, neoliberalism brought
about the privatization and (re)commodification of once-public goods
together with a flexibilization of the labor market that weakened workers’
power. The evolution of the last 30 years or so has deeply transformed the
social structures. Fordism is said to have created a two-thirds society, with
new social movements emerging from the pacification of class conflict, and
even the embourgeoisement of the working class, with the crisis of the 1970s
producing a short but radical wave of protest by the excluded one third.
The mobilizations of 2011 seem instead to reflect the pauperization of the
lower classes as well as the proletarianization of the middle classes, with
the growth of the excluded in some countries to about two thirds of the
population (della Porta, 2015). As protest spread worldwide, what became
especially evident was the degree of social inequality that neoliberalism
produced where there was economic growth as well as decline.

Spacing, displacing, misplacing, and replacing

Common to the wave of protest is a call to reappropriate a public space that
is seen as expropriated by neoliberal development. A common element in
the 2011-2013 waves of protest has been a concern with public space. It has
been observed that:

Protests in Greece, the USA, Egypt, Brazil, or Spain were partially directed
against policies of privatization, corruption and real-estate development,
which are intensified during financial crises and lead to a massive
verbalization of discontent over globally raised concerns with just how
democratically the public is being ruled. It is the context of globalized
capitalism that conditions the protests against the commercialization of
public space, and the subjugation of the corrupt and inefficient national
states to obey the rule of international financial capital (Ors, 2014: 4).

Protest waves started in global cities, even if they were not confined to them.
For Tilly, “the changing locations, activities, and spatial configurations of
people themselves constitute a significant part of contention” (2000: 146).
He underlines that “everyday spatial distributions, proximities, and routines
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of potential participants in contention significantly affect their patterns of
mobilization” (2000:138). The neoliberal development changed the material
spatial dimensions of social life (including the spatial practices), but also
the symbolic meanings of space as well as the imposition of and resistance
to dominant socio-spatial orders (Brenner and Theodore, 2002: 374). For
Lefebvre, the right to the city signifies in “the most positive of terms the
right of citizens and city dwellers, and of groups they (on the basis of social
relations) constitute” (1996: 194-5). In the protest claims,

The right to the city thereby expands into a broader right to space in
and beyond the urban scale. The right to the city privileges therefore the
perceived space of inhabitants over the conceived space of developers and
planners. In terms of neoliberal understanding, urban space is imagined
as owned property, its role being to generate economic productivity. The
right to the city destabilizes this viewpoint and offers a distinctly new
vision of what the city is for. [...] In contrast to conceived space, which
routinely ignores the complexities of daily inhabitancy, the right to the
city underlines the needs of citizens as urban dwellers and is reflected
by these particular forms of resistance (Lelandais, 2014: 1796).

The struggle over space is a struggle for democracy through the reappropria-
tion of public spheres. In fact,

[T]oday the crisis of democracy springs up from the very public space
it neglected: the people gather in the agora, the streets and the squares
making demands, exercising their right to have a direct say, request-
ing a redefinition of their democracy in terms of claiming the power
to determine how the public is to be ruled. In insisting on a return to
the original meaning of democracy, they underline the very crisis of its
current, dominating, traditional version. The contact with the physical
is called back through the establishment of the virtual, enabling both
direct and representative democratic demands to come to the surface:
the public reclaims its space, the people redefine their democracies of
the new age (Ors, 2014: 2).

As for perceived spaces, planning and urban restructuring decisions
are increasingly based on maximization of private gain; surveillance is
increased in public spaces to maintain law and order, punitive institution
building, and social surveillance; and authoritarian governance is seen as
a means of silencing dissent arising from economic contradictions. Lived
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spaces thus become more polarized, with the destruction of working-class
neighborhoods for speculative land development and gentrification as well
as the creation of “purified” spaces, as gated communities, enclaves, and
places of consumption reserved for the elite. As Harvey suggested, “this
nearly always has a class dimension, since it is usually the poor, under-
privileged, and those marginalized from political power that suffer first
and foremost from this progress” (2012:16). In fact, “such an urban order is
what is experienced, imagined, and struggled against in terms of lived space.
This struggle against the current socio-spatial order can be thought of as a
multifaceted and multilayered anti-capitalist struggle” (Karasulu, 2014:171).

The commodification of urban space tended towards authoritarian
forms, as increasing authoritarianism is linked to neoliberal policies: “The
Geziresistance can be considered as part of the global wave of uprisings that
started in 2009, centred in countries around the Mediterranean, as reactions
against various facets of the deepening of capitalist social relations” (Erkan
and Oguz, 2014:114). In this sense, neoliberalism is seen not as a dismantling
of the state, but rather as “the enhancement of authoritarian governance”
through various forms of intervention in urban areas, with “increasing
social control, restrictions, penalisation, and exclusion of certain social
groups” (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2014: 111).

Resistance to this process of expropriation, in various forms, individual
and collective, takes place on the territory. In fact,

In an urban space conceived in a neoliberal logic based on market value
of place and without a participative process taking into account the
needs and desires of inhabitants, neighbourhood becomes the place
where many social groups (minorities, political and/or religious groups,
and so on) create enclaves within which their identity is recognized
without repression, and these environments enhance the development of
arelatively shared identity, connected to the neighbourhood, within the
community. Many inhabitants, especially in informal neighbourhoods
threatened by several planning projects, try to organize resistance even
though such resistance is sometimes weak and not a general reaction.
These communities have in some instances organized themselves into
independent structures and have developed their own local protest that
is not specifically expressed through street demonstrations (Lelandais,

2014:1787).

Challenges in the new wave were in fact singled out in the differing capaci-
ties of protest actors to connect various contentious spaces.
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The social bases of the protests

The wave of protests in its ascending phase in 2011, but also in the rolling
phase around 2013, brought about a concern with the class dimension of
contentious politics that mainstream social movement studies had long
forgotten. In 2011, protesters were considered mostly as members of a new
precarious class that had been dramatically hit by the austerity policies.
Differently from those in 2011, the protests in 2013 have been interpreted
as “middle class” phenomena. In fact, mobilizations have been presented
by some observers as a manifestation of “a new middle-class politics —
democratic, environmentalist — whose global import is predicted to grow”
(Yoriik and Yiiksel, 2014: 103). In the words of the ideologist of the end of
history, Francis Fukuyama (2013),

The theme that connects recent events in Turkey and Brazil to each other,
as well as to the 2011 Arab Spring and continuing protests in China, is
the rise of a new global middle class. In Turkey and Brazil, as in Tunisia
and Egypt before them, political protest has been led not by the poor
but by young people with higher-than-average levels of education and
income. They are technology-savvy and use social media like Facebook
and Twitter to broadcast information and organize demonstrations. Even
when they live in countries that hold regular democratic elections, they
feel alienated from the ruling political elite.

In a different vision, Therborn (2014: 16) noted that, in different combina-
tions, the critique to neoliberalism came from pre-capitalist populations
(as indigenous people), extra-capitalist “wretched of the earth” (as casual
laborers, landless peasants and street vendors), but also workers and emerg-
ing middle-class layers. In sum:

pre-capitalist populations, fighting to retain their territory and means of
subsistence; “surplus” masses, excluded from formal employment in the
circuits of capitalist production; exploited manufacturing workers across
rustbelt and sunbelt zones; new and old middle classes, increasingly
encumbered with debt payments to the financial corporations — these
constitute the potential social bases for contemporary critiques of the
ruling capitalist order. Advance will almost certainly require alliances be-
tween them, and therefore the inter-articulation of their concerns. Which
way — or ways — the new middle classes in Africa, Asia and Latin America
swing will be a vital determinant. [...] The middle classes — in particular
their salaried and professional components —are also potentially open to
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cultural critiques of capitalism, especially to environmental and quality-
of-life concerns. However, given the fickleness of middle-class politics,
any progressive turn will require the mobilization of a major popular
force among the first two social currents mentioned above: invaded or
outcast pre-capitalist populations, and workers defending themselves in
the sphere of production.

With the support of statistical definitions of middle classes as encompassing
those above the poverty line — in part manipulated to push forward an im-
age of globalization as successful in modernizing backward countries — the
2013 protests in countries such as Turkey or Brazil have been described as
an emerging middle class, impatient with neoliberal forms of authoritari-
anism and manifesting this dissatisfaction in the streets (Yoriik and Yiiksel,
2014). However, the description of the 2013 movements as “middle-class”
has been challenged from various perspectives: first of all, the idea that
other classes did not participate in the protests is challenged empirically;
second, a proletarization of former middle classes is identified; third, urban
conflicts have been defined as going well beyond the post-materialist issues
that were seen as characterizing the overcoming of poverty.

13 Illiberal (post-)democracies in late neoliberalism

Socio-economic dynamics are strictly interwoven with political ones as
neoliberalism, while changing them dramatically, displaced but by no means
weakened the relations between the market and the state. Neoliberalism has
introduced deep changes in the working of “real democracies” —i.e., in Robert
Dahl’s (2000) definition, democracies in the way they really work. However,
this does not mean a reduction of state intervention in the market and civil
society, as neoliberalism needs the state in order to set up conditions for suc-
cess, but also for bailing out banks in times of crisis. In general, neoliberalism,
with minimalist visions of democracy as only electorally accountable and
unconcerned with citizens' rights, is characterized by a drop in the capacity of
representing as well as in its responsibility towards citizens. [ have elsewhere
addressed these issues (della Porta, 2015) by moving from the concept of a
legitimacy crisis, singling out the main elements of what I define as a crisis of
responsibility — by which I mean a drastic drop in the capacity of the govern-
ment to respond to citizens’ requests (what Mair [2009] called responsiveness).
Described by Colin Crouch (2004) as post-democracies, really existing de-
mocracies in rampant times of neoliberalism are in particular characterized
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by the implementation of various mixes of the following mechanisms of

building support:

—  Coordinated collusion. A small oligopolistic class of politicians-busi-
nessmen is formed through the political protection of small circles of
individuals who, thanks to political protection, are able to exploit the
enrichment potential of financial capitalism.

— Organized clientelism. Having lost the capacity to create collective
identities, parties build their electoral support through individual/
corporate integration in patronage networks.

- Participatory cooptation. Some selective form of participation of citizens
as individuals is used in the attempt to counteract the decrease in
political trust.

However, these mechanisms for building support require resources that are
diminished in the crisis of neoliberalism. New mechanisms of incorporation
in illiberal democracies then include:

- Centrifugal corruption. As crises create divisions in the oligarchy, cen-
trifugal tendencies develop in the organization of corrupt exchanges
(della Porta and Vannucci, 2014).

—  Exclusive ideological appeal. As crises reduce the spoils to be distributed
through patronage to individuals and corporate groups, attempts at
integration of the electorate go through the development of an exclu-
sive definition of the people, throughout, for example, nationalist and
religious fundamentalisms, spreading homophobic and xenophobic
tendencies.

—  Repression of dissent. Minimalistic to the extreme in the definition of
democracy, the authoritarian democracies impose a drastic restriction
of the space for dissent, through laws and practices.

Movements react, indeed, with very high levels of mistrust to a perceived
legitimacy crisis, which has very different characteristics from the one hy-
pothesized by Habermas (1976) for advanced capitalism. Today’s legitimacy
crisis is, in fact, driven not by excessive state intervention in the market
in order to support the socially weak, but rather by state intervention in
support of capital and the related stripping off of civic, political, and social
rights (Sassen, 2006). Deregulation, privatization, and liberalization have
been the main policy directions justified with the need to re-establish the
efficiency of the market. De facto, these interventions did not help competi-
tion, but rather supported the concentration of power in the hands of a few
huge corporations. Since 2008, public debt has increased, not because of
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investments in social services and support for the weaker groups, but rather
due to huge expenditures of public money to bail out banks and financial
institutions from their financially-driven crisis, as well as by drastic cuts
in the taxation of capital. This takes, first of all, the form of a corruption of
representative democracy through the overlapping of economic and political
power. On the output side of the political system, this means an abdication of
responsibility by representative institutions in the face of citizens’ demands.

Against the neoliberal promises of defending the market from the state,
scholars of various disciplines point at the growing intermingling of the
two. Segregation of economy and polity is rarely present, as governments
still have to remedy market failure, and the market needs laws (for example
on protection of copyrights, patents, contracts). In fact, as Crouch wrote
about neoliberalism, “in its attempt to reduce certain kinds of government
interventions in the economy; it encourages or provides space for a number
of mutual interferences between government and private firms, many of
which raise serious problems for both the free market and the probity of
public institutions” (2012: 93). Rather than competition, in neoliberalism
there is a concentration of capital with the development of “giant firms”
that distort the market: “a ‘giant’ firm is one that is sufficiently dominant
within its markets to be able to influence the terms of those markets by its
own action, using its organizational capacity to develop market-dominating
strategies” (2012: 49). Privatization, liberalization, and deregulation, allow-
ing for the concentration of capital, derive from governments’ commitment
in terms of favorable legislation.

The space for political decisions has been denied, by politicians of dif-
ferent colors, based on the assumed absolute dominance of the so-called
“logic of the market,” especially of international markets. As Streeck (2o11:
20) observed, having been saved by the states,

As we now read in the papers almost every day, “the markets” have
begun in unprecedented ways to dictate what presumably sovereign and
democratic states may still do for their citizens and what they must refuse
them. Moreover, the very same ratings agencies that were instrumental
in bringing about the disaster of the global money industry are now
threatening to downgrade the bonds of the very same states that had to
accepta previously unimaginable level of new debt to rescue that industry
and the capitalist economy as a whole.

In fact, the democratic aim of obtaining citizens’ trust has now been
rhetorically substituted by a focus on market confidence, which is to be



24 DONATELLA DELLA PORTA

obtained even at the expense of irresponsiveness to citizens’ demands.
The responsibility of democratic states vis-a-vis their citizens is then all the
more removed, as external conditionalities impose cuts in public spending,
with often dramatic consequences in terms of violations of human rights
to food, health, and housing.

Neoliberalism has been described as a critical juncture that has dramati-
cally transformed the regime of political incorporation of the masses, with
dramatic effects on party systems and state institutions (Roberts, 2015). The
type 3 of elite support (and at times, consensus) strategies change vis-a-vis
previous (in particular, Fordist) models of political consensus building,
based on party representation of the interests of labor in the representative
system as well as functional integration of class interests through collective
representation. That model, with the related development of welfare states
as ways of decommodification and rights entitlement, had indeed sustained
the vision of a democratic capitalism. Attacking (explicitly and implicitly)
those forms of representation and incorporation, neoliberal states become
in general less capable of integration and more oriented to the atomized
individuals. Political support is achieved (or at least searched for) through
various mechanisms oriented to different potential constituencies: the
business-political oligarchy; the party bases of reference; the population
at large. Old modes are not totally displaced, though, and new modes are
implemented with different balances. We can therefore find in different
countries — as well as in different neoliberal times — different constellations
of strategies for obtaining political support.

Challenging the idea that economic neoliberalism brings about political
liberalism, the 2011 movements were perceived as promoting either de-
mocracy or the deepening of democracy in countries in which there had
been a democratic weakening. The 2013 movements focused even more on
the struggle against what they perceived at the same time as corrupt and
illiberal democracy. In general, “crucial to these revolts (with the exception
of the Arab cases) was the shattering of a key myth of the last 35 years:
the necessary link between liberalism and democracy. The development
and deployment of new police state techniques intensified throughout the
revolt, underlining the authoritarian tendencies of the world’s liberal lead-
ers and their followers” (Tugal, 2013: 158). As O’'Donnell (1973) had already
noted in his work on Latin America, capitalism can survive very well in
non-democratic environments. What is more, the more exploitative its form,
the more it needs to control potential dissent, through a mix of cooptation
and repression. In fact, with differences in degree and kind, democracy
does not thrive in late neoliberalism; to the contrary, even in established
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democracies, global neoliberalism brought back forms of tough policing
of protest (della Porta, Petersen, and Reiter, 2006; della Porta and Tarrow,
2012). In the contentious politics of 2013, we might discern some specific
versions of this authoritarian neoliberal democracy in the personalistic
forms of power, but also in the spirals of repression and mobilization that
played an important role in the spreading of the protest.

1.4  The new spirit of social movements

Social movements in times of crisis see specific challenges, neither
considered nor theorized by social movement studies. At the neoliberal
critical juncture, with the related weakening of traditional forms of social
incorporation and political legitimacy, social movements face the symbolic
challenge of constructing a new subject; the material challenge of mobiliz-
ing limited resources; the strategic challenge of influencing a very closed
political system. While not totally restricted by them, movement responses
to the crises are in fact structured by the existing material resources, as
present in movement networks, as well as symbolic resources, as expressed
in movement culture. This implies a restriction of the options that are
available — as Tilly’s concept of repertoires stressed — but also triggers
learning processes, in terms of the lessons coming from the past as well
as from abroad. Although certainly constrained by existing structures, a
characteristic of the movements in times of crisis is their capacity to create
resources through the invention of new frames, organizational devices,
forms of action. In this sense, attention must shift to what has been termed
a “politics of becoming™ identities do not yet exist, rather they are formed;
networks are reconstituted through the overcoming of old cleavages, as
participatory public spaces are created. In extraordinary times, as old
identifications and expectations are broken, a new spirit emerges in action.

Neoliberalism grew within a specific type of cultural environment. With
some pessimism about the capacity of a new collective subject to emerge,
Zygmunt Bauman has located in liguid modernity the cultural dimension of
the emerging conflicts. This implies insecurity and flexibility, which make col-
lective identities difficult to develop. While heavy/solid/condensed/systemic
modernity was composed of compulsory homogeneity, liquid modernity
emphasizes momentary impulses. With the end of the illusion of a telos (as
a state of perfection to be reached), there is a deregulation and privatization
of tasks and duties from collective endowments to individual management.
In this view, individualism prevails over the collectivity. As community and
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corporations no longer offer protection through dense nets of social bonds, the
search for substitute targets (such as criminality and terrorism) is a reaction
to fear. In the past, the modern state had managed fears through protection
of social state institutions that construct new webs of social bonds (Bau-
man, 2000: 59) or long-term involvement in the Fordist factory; nowadays, a
deregulation-cum-individualization develops fears (2000: 67).

In the new context, some scholars consider collective identities to be
difficult to develop. Individuals are seen as lukewarm towards the common
good, common cause, good society: the other side of individualization is the
end of citizenship (2000: 36). However, this is not linked to the colonization
of the lifeworld by the state, but rather by its decline, as “it is no more true
that the ‘public’ is set on colonizing the ‘private.’ The opposite is the case:
it is the private that colonizes the public spaces” (2000: 39). The collapse
of confidence is said to bring about a fading will to political commitment
with endemic instability. A state induced insecurity develops, indeed, with
individualization through market flexibility and a broadening sense of
relative deprivation, as flexibility precludes the possibility of existential
security (2007: 14). The moral appeal in movements’ discourse is seen,
somehow critically, as avoiding central political issues (e.g. Zizek, 2012: 79).

A diagnosis of fragmented identities is shared by other scholars as
well, although they are sometimes more optimistic about the potential
for collective actors to form in liquid times. According to Michael Hardt
and Antonio Negri, the resistance of subjective forces develops through
“activities and desires which refuse the dominant order by proposing ‘lines
of flight” (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 48). Disciplinary regimes thus no longer
succeed in controlling the values and desires of young people, who no longer
dream of getting a job that “guarantees regular and stable work” (2000:
273). Unitarian, centralized, and hierarchical organizational forms are
neither possible nor positive, as society is composed of a “multiplicity of
irreducible singularities” (2000:166). Therefore, the multitude is considered
as permanently in the making, assuming rhizomatic forms and leaving no
place for a political vanguard. Even identity should not aim at consolidation,
while there is an emphasis on singularity as always involved in a project
of becoming different (2000: 339). During action, singularities are bridged
together, establishing what is common and forming a new power oriented
to managing the commons.

Indeed, anti-austerity movements seem to develop what Ernesto Laclau
(2005) has defined as a populist reason. According to him, populism is a
political logic: not a type of movement, but the naming, the construction
of the people as a way of breaking order and reconstructing it. In fact,
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he stated, “democracy is grounded only on the existence of a democratic
subject, whose emergence depends on the horizontal articulation between
equivalential demands. An ensemble of equivalential demands articulated
by an empty signifier is what constitutes a ‘people”: so the very possibility
of democracy depends on the constitution of a democratic people” (Laclau,
2005:171). Recognizing the difficulties in the construction of the people, he
points at historical conditions for the emergence of popular identities in “the
multiplication of social demands, the heterogeneity of which can be brought
to some form of unity only through equivalential political articulations”
(2005: 229). Challenging somehow both Baumann’s pessimistic view of
liquid society and Hardt and Negri’s optimism about a move towards the
self-extension of identities, Laclau points instead at the need for political
forms of social reaggregation through a populist reason.

Nowadays, neoliberalism brings about a deepening of the logic of identity
formation, but the discursive construction of the people requires frontiers.
The search for a populist reason, as the need for naming the self and for
recognition of the self, is driven by a crisis that challenges a process of habitu-
ation, fueling processes of (new) identification. In times of crisis, a dissonance
arises between expectation and reality, as a crisis suspends the doxa, made
up of undiscussed ideas, and stimulates opinions: a universe of discussion or
arguments (Bourdieu, 1977:168). Actual protests can then be interpreted as
non-conformative action using discourse and opinions to challenge habitus
and doxa. According to empirical analyses, in fact, in today’s protests the
search for a naming of the self that could bring together different groups has
indeed produced the spread of definitions of the self as the people, or even
more, the persons or the citizens. These ideas have reflected and challenged
the cultural effects of neoliberalism (della Porta, 2015).

The protest in and around 2013 can indeed be seen as expressing a spe-
cific search for new subjectivities. In fact, it has been noted that protests
themselves represented

[A] procedure of emergence, in the sense that the emerging entity cannot
be reduced to its constitutive elements. With regard to the composition
of the multitude performing the resistance, this means that the protest-
ing subject (“the protesters”) is not simply a mixture of the people and
the sociological categories they represent. Rather, [...] there are specific
mechanisms within the uprising that lead to a recomposition of the
multitude, a “becoming” of the people. The term “becoming” expresses
a modal change, a transformation in the composition of that collective
subject (Karakayali and Yaka, 2014: 123-124).
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Aswe will see in the volume, the search for new subjectivity moved from the
early phase of the protest wave in 2011 to the rolling phase in 2013. Supported
in 2011 by a search for cooperation among a broad part of the population
powerfully hit by the crisis, the populist reasoning took different courses in
the late riding wave. In fact, the process of emerging subjectivities seems to
have been more successful where protesters were able to construct liberated
spaces, as in Gezi. In contrast, the process was more difficult when protest
was confronted with legacies of loyalty to former movement-near parties
(as in Venezuela or South Africa, and partly in Brazil), or where the very
definition of the Left had been delegitimized by the long experiences of
“real socialism” and the promises of a neoliberalism progress that was still
attractive (as in Bosnia, Bulgaria, or Ukraine).

15 The research and this volume

In what follows, the volume will address the mentioned protests in more
detail. It will indeed report results from a large cross-national and cross-
time project on social movements and democracy, sponsored by an ERC
grant. The broad question of the effects of social movements on processes
of democratic transitions, but also on the deepening of democracy, has been
addressed in various other parts of the research (della Porta, 2014; 2016).
This part of the research builds on a previous project that had analyzed
the anti-austerity protests at their apex in 2011 (della Porta, 2013a; 2015) by
looking instead at the ways in which protest spread after its peak in different
contexts and with different effects.

In order to do this we have selected those cases that acquired global
notoriety around 2013, being indeed considered as some sort of continua-
tion of the protests of 2011. The research design therefore follows a most-
different-cases strategy, covering contentious events in Eastern Europe, in
Latin America, and on the African continent. Although aware of differences,
we aim to single out, within a logic of discovery, some common global
trends (della Porta, 2008). The various case studies developed on a common
theoretical framework supported by empirical analysis. The research was
carried out in 2014 and 2015. From the point of view of research methods, we
triangulated as much as possible documentary sources (including various
databases) with interviews of a theoretically sampled group of activists
of recent protests in each country. In addition, within a logic of historical
comparative analysis, we used secondary sources that mainly comprised
research in political economy, political participation, and social movements.
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The results of this research are first presented, case by case, in the fol-
lowing chapters, and then compared in the concluding one.

In Chapter 2, Kivanc Atak and Donatella della Porta look at “The spirit
of Gezi: A relational approach to eventful protest and its challenges.” Often
discussed as a case of “middle-class” politics, the protests that started in Gezi
Parkin 2013 converged in bringing together on the streets multi-class coalitions
of collective actors and individuals. The protesters were often described as
plural and heterogeneous in terms of gender, age, religion, ethnic background,
and even traditional ideological background. Starting from the concern for
reconquering an expropriated public space, those protests contributed indeed
to the emergence of new discourses as well as claims for another (non-corrupt)
relationship between civil society and state institutions.

Chapter 3, by Mariana Mendes, addresses “Brazil’s popular awaken-
ing — June 2013: Accounting for the onset of a new cycle of contention.”
There as well, protest developed on issues of space and the use of the city.
Often compared with the Turkish Gezi protests, the mobilization before
and around the soccer World Cup are to be seen as complex claims around
issues of social justice and economic development.

In Chapter 4, Juan Masullo looks at “Making sense of ‘La Salida”: Chal-
lenging left-wing control in Venezuela.” In fact, to a certain extent similar
to the ones in Brazil, protests in Venezuela pointed at dissatisfaction with a
populist conception of democracy — even if in a left-wing version — express-
ing claims for more participation.

In Chapter 5, “The Marikana massacre and labor protest in South Africa,”
Francis O’Connor also looks at protest, in this case addressing a government
that had emerged from past social movements: the 2013 wave of protest in
South Africa that targeted continuous inequality as well as an exclusive
conception of democracy.

In Chapter 6, “Left in translation: The curious absence of an austerity
narrative in the 2013 Bulgarian protests,” Julia Rone looks at how, moving
east, the 2013 protests in Bulgaria also mobilized dissatisfaction with both
the social and the political qualities of democracy. Even if with different
trends and outcomes, these campaigns articulated claims for social justice
with concerns for the political role of citizens.

In Chapter 7, Chiara Milan studies “Sow hunger, reap anger’: From neo-
liberal privatization to new collective identifies in Bosnia-Herzegovina.”
Unexpected as they could be in countries recovering from hard experiences
of civil wars, the 2013 protests in Bosnia emerged from social suffering. In
the course of the mobilization, however, the broader and deeper issue of
the construction of new identities became central.
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Chapter 8, by Daniel Ritter, looks at “A spirit of Maidan? Contentious
escalation in Ukraine.” Considered as yet another example of the “movement
ofthe squares” that had become visible with the 2011 occupation of Tahrir in
Egypt, the 2013 occupation of Maidan in Ukraine escalated into a civil war.
The attempts at building an inclusive identity failed as a result of internal
divisions and external interventions.

In Chapter 9, “Riding the wave: Some conclusions,” by Donatella della
Porta, the main research findings are analyzed comparatively. A main
theoretical issue is addressed here: What happens when a wave of protest,
which starts in a homogeneous area, affects in its long ebb other countries?
Or, at least, when it is seen as a sort of continuation of that initial spark?
The idea of a cascade is that contentious events in one country function
as inspiration for latecomers — i.e., early risers produce spinoff. Those
movements that arrive later on ride on the wave of the protest, but at the
same time they often lack the structural characteristics that had facilitated
protest in the first place. They therefore need to adapt — domesticate, to a
certain extent — ideas coming from outside.
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2.1

The spirit of Gezi
A relational approach to eventful protest and its challenges

Donatella della Porta and Kivanc Atak

Abstract

This chapter brings in a relational perspective to the structure and agency
across the Gezi Park uprisings in Turkey. In order to understand the social
and political dynamics that played out in the course of the mobilizations,
we discuss and critically elaborate the relation of class, authoritarian
rule, and contentious politics to the agency of the protests. Drawing on
in-depth interviews with organizationally affiliated and unaffiliated
protesters, protest event analysis, public surveys, and official documents,
the chapter shows how public outrage at the government’s political en-
croachments into particular lifestyles, values, and orientations helped an
ongoing urban resistance evolve into a mass rebellion. By focusing on the
eventful characteristics of the protests, we also delve into the political
subjectivities that have been activated, contested, transformed and in
the making since the eruption of the uprisings.

Keywords: protest, uprising, relational approach, eventful, class, social
movement, Gezi, Turkey

Introduction

If in addition to institutional expressions of political power we observe

the evolution of popular movements, one of the most significant

phenomena of recent years has been the birth of social protests and

demands concerned with urban and environmental questions. Through

these different ways, the city and its problems appear to have increasing

importance in the practice of power. This relationship also develops in

an opposite way, in that political power, the state being its concentrated

expression, increasingly shapes the city (Castells, 1978:167).

The popular uprisings that broke out in Turkey in the early days of summer

2013 showed, in line with the quote from Manuel Castells, how an urban

question can turn into a battlefield between a coercive state and the social
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forces that resist its power. According to the Turkish National Police, around
3.6 million citizens participated in 5,232 protest events from the end of
May until the first week of September 2013. On the city level, others assess,
one and a half million took to the streets in Istanbul — 16 percent of the
population over eighteen years old — and half a million in Izmir — 18 per-
cent of the population over eighteen years old (SAMER, 2013). The protests
also offered insight into the mobilizing potential of contemporary urban
and environmental contestations. Needless to say, an ongoing struggle
against the demolition of the Gezi Park in Istanbul evolved into an anti-
authoritarian mass rebellion that became much more comprehensive than
the initial cause embraced by a handful of urban activists. However, this
does not overshadow the centrality of the protests’ urban origins, which
were concentrated on the preservation of a public space.

In this chapter we will discuss the Gezi Park uprisings through a rela-
tional approach which allows the bridging of context and agency within
a conception of protest as eventful. The idea of transformative “events”
goes back to William H. Sewell’s (1996) proposition of “eventful temporal-
ity” as an alternative to the teleological and experimental temporalities,
two dominant paradigms in historical sociology. Della Porta (2008) took
Sewell’s conceptualization and suggested that certain protests bear eventful
characteristics and have the potential to transform structures and collective
identities. Protest events can be seen as critical junctures and, as such, as
forms of change endowed with some specific characteristics (della Porta,
2016). As Kenneth Roberts (2015) noted, “critical junctures are not periods
of ‘normal politics’ when institutional continuity or incremental change
can be taken for granted. They are periods of crisis or strain that existing
policies and institutions are ill-suited to resolve.” In fact, he stated, they
produce changes described as abrupt, discontinuous, and path dependent:

Changes are abrupt because critical junctures contain decisive “choice
points” when major reforms are debated, policy choices are made, and in-
stitutions are created, reconfigured, or displaced. They are discontinuous
because they diverge sharply from baseline trajectories of institutional
continuity or incremental adaptation; in short, they represent a signifi-
cant break with established patterns. Finally, change is path dependent
because it creates new political alignments and institutional legacies that
shape and constrain subsequent political development (Roberts, 2015).

Although critical junctures are rooted within structures, they are also open-
ended. In this vision, critical junctures are structurally underdetermined.
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Critical junctures are characterized by high levels of uncertainty and
political contingency. During these periods of crisis, “the range of plausi-
ble choices available to powerful political actors expands substantially”
(Capoccia and Kelemen, 2007: 343). Consolidation phases then become
founding moments in which institutional and normative codes are set,
with long-lasting effects. Different degrees and forms of contention could
develop from specific processes that originate in transition phases. In this
vision, in fact, “instead of connecting initial conditions to outcomes, events
carry the potential to transform the X-Y relation, neutralizing the reversing
effects that initial conditions would have otherwise produced” (Collier and
Mazzuca, 2008: 485).

Once changes are produced via critical junctures, these have enduring
effects on the relations that are established in new assets (or new regimes).
We might therefore expect transition paths to constrain consolidation
processes, as “what has happened at an earlier point in time will affect
the possible outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later point in
time” (Sewell, 1996: 263). So, once a particular outcome happens to occur,
self-reproducing mechanisms tend to cause “the outcome to endure across
time, even long after its original purposes have ceased to exist” (Mahoney
and Schensul, 2006: 456). It has in fact been observed that transformations
stabilize as “[o]nce a process (e.g. a revolution) has occurred and acquired
aname, both the name and the one or more representations of the process
become available as signals, models, threats and/or aspirations for later
actors” (Tilly, 2006: 421). After a critical juncture, changes over time become
difficult (Mahoney and Schensul, 2006: 462) — unless there is a new rupture
or disruptive event. Although critical junctures are usually considered
within models of punctuated equilibriums as reactions to shocks that bring
the system towards a new equilibrium (Pierson, 2000), the degree of stability
also (re)creates changes. This perspective can contribute to ongoing and
future debates on whether new subjectivities were formed throughout
Gezi and to what extent, in terms of collective identities, one can refer to
arupture with the past.

The chapter is structured as follows. First, we delve into the social bases
of the uprisings with reference to the concept of class. In our discussion,
we challenge alternative class theses on Gezi which variably highlight the
middle class, the working class, or the multi-class currents of the protests.
Drawing on earlier theoretical premises on class and its role in social move-
ments, we suggest instead that Gezi can hardly be considered as a class
rebellion per se but rather it is one that — among other dimensions such as
lifestyles, values, and orientation as well as status — involves class politics



34 DONATELLA DELLA PORTA AND KIVANC ATAK

as well. In the broader context of contentious politics, we also demonstrate
that even if it came as a surprise, Gezi did not arise from nowhere. In other
words, it built on an existing and relatively noisy protest environment
which, in addition to the remarkable participation of first-time protesters,
contributed to the diverse and large-scale nature of the mobilizations as
the usual suspects of contentious politics in Turkey. Second, we look at the
authoritarian context that was thriving in the run-up to the mass protests.
We suggest that rather than functioning as a single causal mechanism, the
multifaceted authoritarianism of the Erdogan government cemented the
growth of public outrage, which came to explode at a particular moment
in time. Last, we take into account the rare and extraordinary character
of Gezi as an event and explore its potentially transformative effects on
political subjectivities. With empirical insight from our findings, we trace
some indicators of new subjectivities in the making on an individual level. In
addition, we also have sufficient grounds to expect that a social transforma-
tion at the level of collective identities has been taking place.

The empirical material we use in our chapter comes from several sources.
We rely first of all on in-depth interviews with protest participants. The
interviews were conducted with activists from a diversity of organizations
who were selected based on organizational form and political orientation.
We also refer to results from an original protest event dataset, which we
compiled from the online news archive of Anadolu Agency (the official
press agency that was established in 1920, with local offices in 69 out of 81
provinces) covering the period from 2011 to the end of 2013. Last but not
least, we consulted public surveys by private research enterprises, official
documents, and articles from the news media.

2.2 The question of class: Gezi beyond class revolt

Differently from the mass protests in 2011, which have been defined as
moved by the losers in countries most hit by the austerity crisis, the pro-
tests in 2013 were often interpreted as “middle-class” phenomena. Several
analyses have pointed to the remarkable presence and pivotal role of highly
educated and young middle-class professionals in the mobilizations (Ozel,
2014). This view has been contested in the scholarly literature, however, as
advocates of the proletarianization thesis have pointed at the growing pre-
cariousness of employment in professional/creative jobs (Ercan and Oguz,
2015) or underscored the somewhat anti-bourgeoisie or even anti-capitalist
character of the uprisings (Boratav, 2013). Still a third interpretation presents
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Figure2.1 Occupational profile of the labor force participants in Turkey (Jan. 2014)
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Gezi as a multi-class phenomenon, pointing at the presence of all classes,
roughly in proportion to their size in the population (Yoriik and Yiiksel,
2014). The working classes, predominant in the population at large, were
in fact numerically superior to the participants from other classes, yet
protesters came from the middle classes as well.

In particular, the notion of class conceptualized in these writings either
draws heavily on the demographic profile of the protesters derived from
occupational categories or, as in the case of the proletarianization thesis, is
extrapolated from broader socio-economic processes whose empirical link
to Gezi remains unfocused. Overall, while not denying the existence of class
politics in the mobilizations, we suggest that Gezi cannot be considered as
a class rebellion as such.

Atabroader level, the occupational distribution of the protesters beyond
Gezi Park and Taksim resembles the figures in the general population
(Figure 2.1). The results of a survey conducted in Istanbul and Izmir sug-
gest that people from middle-class occupations and the petty bourgeoisie
were slightly overrepresented among the protesters in comparison with the
ratio of these strata in the entire sample. Furthermore, protesters with a
working-class background were represented at more or less the same level as
the working-class respondents in the whole sample, whereas the category of
precarious workers was underrepresented in the protests by a small margin
(SAMER, 2013). In fact, participants inside Gezi Park were overwhelmingly
young and highly educated. Among those who were employed, many worked



36 DONATELLA DELLA PORTA AND KIVANC ATAK

in clerical and administrative jobs as well as professional occupations
(KONDA, 2014).

Considering that people took to the streets in almost every province and
in numerous neighborhoods, however — not to mention that the protests
lasted for several weeks — observations confined to the spatial boundaries
of Gezi Park and Taksim Square might produce a limited, if not biased,
understanding of the social origins of the protests. As an activist observed:

[I]f you look at who was on the barricades in Nisantasi,' obviously those
were people who live or work there. But it is also true that when the
protests started to decline, it was those people who withdrew from the
streets in the first place. Their withdrawal and the concomitant decline
ofthe mobilizations frustrated many others. But my observation concerns
the very center of Istanbul. On the periphery, however, people’s social
profile was different. The socially marginalized, Alevis and Kurds were
in the forefronts of the protests. In Taksim, it looked like as if some groups
came there to represent the marginalized, such as the Alevi organizations
or even the DHKP-C* (Interview TK6).

In addition, there seems to be a discernible pattern if one thinks of the
victims of police repression. With some bitterness, another interviewee
noted,

Life is particularly precious for the middle classes. They know well what
time to protest, what time to back away. But when we consider those who
lost their lives in the course of Gezi events, we realize that they mostly
resided in poor neighborhoods or came from Alevi communities; namely
those people who sacrificed themselves without having second thoughts
orresorting to some sort of realpolitik. In my opinion, thisis a question of
class. It explains why casualties occurred in places like Adana, Eskigehir
but not in and around the Gezi Park (Interview TK2).

Ifthe Gezi Park uprising was spearheaded by young protesters with relatively
high cultural capital at the heart of Istanbul, mobilization rapidly grew into
a socially and spatially much more diverse popular rebellion. This would

1 Anupper-class neighborhood near Taksim.

2 Acronym for Devrimci Halk Kurtulug Partisi-Cephesi [Revolutionary Party-Front for People’s
Emancipation], a leftist underground organization that dates back to the 1970s and is officially
on the list of terrorist organizations in Turkey.
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not mean, however, that Gezi can be pictured as an outright class revolt.
First, it is dubious that the young and educated middle-class initiators of
the mobilizations acted as “organic intellectuals” in the Gramscian sense.
These participants, if anything, instead played the role of traditional intel-
lectuals providing resources, knowledge, and skills to the protests rather
than deliberately pursuing class interests or uniformly making class-based
claims (on middle class as intellectuals, see Bagguley, 1992). Second, class
politics in a mass movement such as Gezi is not directly a derivative of
market categories of social stratification to which individual protesters
belong, as earlier discussions emphasized that “class is not reducible to
occupation” (Abercrombie and Urry, 1983: 10). In our effort to “forsake the
essentialism” in the analyses of class (or class politics), we would agree with
a relational perspective that suggests that class “lies neither in structures
nor in agency alone but in their relationship as it is historically produced,
reproduced, and transformed” (Wacquant, 1991: 51).

As elsewhere, neoliberal policies in Turkey have been threatening the
middle classes — among others — and imposing precarious conditions,
particularly upon their “work situation,” which Lockwood (1958) once
defined as one of the three pillars of class. This process dates back to the
Ozal governments in the 1980s and lingered well into the 2000s by virtue
of large-scale privatizations, the extension of subcontracting, and labor
flexibility. Such developments affected first and foremost young people,
including those who achieved (or were achieving) high educational levels.
Indeed, “[t]heir schools are training them to become a component of quali-
fied elements in the supply of workforce in the near future” or unemployed
(Boratav, 2013). Along these lines, some critiques of the middle-class thesis
on Gezi point at the proletarianization in the service sector including sales
clerks or secretaries, and for independent professional groups such as doc-
tors, lawyers, engineers, architects, and so forth (Ercan and Oguz, 2015).
Socio-economic transformations driven by market fundamentalism, it is
claimed, are reflected in the motivations of the Gezi Park protesters, who
not only stigmatized precariousness and unemployment but also wanted
to promote creativity. As an activist claimed:

If we graduate from the Urbanism Institute, we would like to work on
urban restructuring. We would like to demonstrate that we are able to
define and implement land use plans that are in line with the creation
of democratic urban spaces and environmental protection. But the
precariousness of employment and the fact that we cannot express our
creativity in our work practices resulted in our search for autonomous
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spaces — but also for achieving a real professional life — to be able to
produce and publicize our work (quoted in Farro and Demirhisar, 2014).

Social transformations are particularly relevant as implications of urban
renewal and environmental policies that can “no longer be seen only as
‘middle-class issues’ within a post-materialist framework, in the sense of a
frivolous concern on the part of people who suffer from no ‘real’ economic
orsocial constraints” (Karakayali and Yaka, 2014). Obviously, the uprisings
emerged from an ongoing struggle against the demolition of Gezi Park as
part of the transformation of Taksim. Therefore, the protests called for a
right to the city and a contestation of the growing investment of profits
in urban projects, or what Lovering and Tiirkmen (2011) called “bulldozer
neoliberalism.” Gezi came to represent a culminating point of the com-
modification of once open spaces, with shopping malls creating “enclosures
by destroying what is left of the so-called city center and eating away at
what is left of the so-called countryside” (Eken, 2014).

With their insistence on reclaiming spaces, the protests targeted a central
aspect of urban development in general. This focus had taken particular
prominence in Turkey, where investment in urban programs had been
impressive, the state taking a leading role in renewal projects but also
strongly supported by an emerging capitalist class. Resistance came from
those who defended use value over exchange value (Atay, 2013; Gole, 2013).
These programs at times involve massive destruction-construction, resting
on a policy of displacement of the socially disadvantaged, often portrayed
as the troublemakers by the law-and-order regime. In the 1960s and 1970s,
clientelist policies spread in response to urban social movements claiming
for collective consumption, followed by new entrepreneurialism promoting
participatory governance and a re-regulation of property markets. Recently,
this entrepreneurial logic acquired an authoritarian character lacking
democratic control. The anti-democratic politics of urban development went
as far as to exempt the state giant Housing Development Administration
(TOKI) from judicial oversight.

Under these circumstances, the transformation of cities into gigantic
construction sites yielded contradictory outcomes, most notably in Is-
tanbul. The proliferation of ostensibly affordable housing opportunities
for the worse-off strata came along with their expulsion from the center
and involuntary resettlement in the peripheries of the city, which is not
necessarily favorable in terms of economic compensations offered to
the displaced people. By the same token, urban neoliberalism — which
goes hand in hand with TOKI's omnipotence — also gave rise to gated
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communities for the rich to voluntarily segregate themselves from the
dusts and dangers of the downtown. As aresult, voluntary and involuntary
detachment from the city has contrastingly led to reproduction of poverty
on the one side, and the securitized insulation of the propertied class on
the other (Candan and Kolluoglu, 2008). Urban renewal was also stressed
by activists, who noted:

Next to E-5 highway in Davutpasa,? there is a sixty-hectare area they
are going to ruin. As an excuse, they put forward the bad condition of
buildings and scare people saying, “Would it be better that in the event of
an earthquake people would die under concrete?” And then they spend
40 billion TL for the construction of highways. What a contradiction! So
you collect 4o billion TL to take precautions for earthquake, then you
offer people 60 m* housing (reduced from their original 100 m*) and ask
them to pay 50 thousand TL in addition. [...] The housing you offer already
costs 50 thousand TL anyways. [...| Why do you downsize people’s houses
and why do you take their money then? You even construct an additional
fifteen floors! This is exactly how capitalism transforms people’s lives
intorents. [...] This is what urban renewal is about. That is why struggling
against this process is very much justified. This struggle started way
before Gezi and even dates back to the 7os. [...] Gezi became the peak
point of all these long-lasting struggles (Interview TKS).

To paraphrase, the Gezi Park mobilizations were intertwined with ongoing
urban struggles on the neighborhood level as well as targeting mega projects
such as the construction of a third bridge over the Bosphorus, a new airport,
and a canal to artificially connect the Black Sea and the Marmara Sea — all
carrying heavy costs for the environment. In this context, the project for the
reorganization of Taksim was criticized for its content as well as procedur-
ally, given the lack of consultation with professional organizations and the
citizens. The project became a symbol of authoritarian urban management
and protests that started in Taksim contended for the reappropriation of a
public space — the last piece of green land that survived past encroachments
in the area.

Gezi as a popular uprising that was born out of an ongoing urban resist-
ance certainly harbored elements of class politics. But as it was unforeseen
even by the very actors of the resistance since its beginning, the uprisings

3 Davutpasa is an industrial neighborhood in the Esenler district of Istanbul with a dense,
working-class population.
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evolved into a broader social phenomenon that transcended the boundaries
of an urban movement and its class-based foundations. As we have noted,
Gezi turned into a public stage joined by a wide range of groups, organiza-
tions, and unaffiliated individuals who were to varying degrees and for
various reasons discontented with the government and the political order
in general. This composite discontent cannot be grasped only by reference
to class. The same conclusion also applies to the proletarianization thesis.
The erosion of social rights and of the economic rewards of education as well
as the precarious nature of employment might have activated class motives
for protest, as in the case of the graduate from the Urbanism Institute
quoted above. Yet it would be far-fetched to generalize such motives to
the entire course of the Gezi Park mobilizations. Articulations that are
not compellingly related to class — such as those concerned with lifestyles,
values, and orientations, or what Bryan S. Turner (1988) referred to as “status
politics” — existed side by side with the class roots of the resentment of some,
if not all, protesters. What brought them together in a surprising fashion
was an anti-authoritarian stance against the government, and Erdogan in
particular.

Protest events in context

Figure 2.2 maps the geographical distribution of the Gezi Park protests at the
provincial level. As protests took place in all but one (Bayburt — in eastern
Black Sea region) province, the figure does not claim to represent the whole
picture. Yet it still portrays the diffuse character of the mobilizations, which
spread well beyond Istanbul. Obviously, protests were concentrated in more
populated provinces in the west, but population size is by no means the
only factor associated with protest magnitude.

Figure 2.3 focuses on the provincial borders of Istanbul. It presents the
districts where the Gezi Park protests were concentrated and, in addi-
tion, it locates geographically the neighborhood forums that mushroomed
throughout the city after the police eviction of the occupation in Taksim in
mid-June 2013. As one can notice, people frequented the streets mostly in the
central districts of Besiktas, Beyoglu, Kadikdy, and $isli. Protests were also
notably common in Sultangazi, more in the west, a district with a sizeable
Alevi and Kurdish population. Having said that, protest events were not
limited to these districts and also occurred, perhaps more sporadically, in
several other districts not highlighted in this figure. Neighborhood forums
likewise did not attract the same level of mobilization everywhere, yet they
spread to less central districts such as Beylikdiizii on the European and
Kartal on the Anatolian side.
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Figure 2.2 Population size (shades) and Gezi Park protests (dots) at provincial

level, May-September 2013

Figure 2.3 Gezi Park protests at district level (shades) and neighborhood forums
(dots) in Istanbul, May-September 2013
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In fact, street protests had not been infrequent in Turkey’s political
landscape prior to the outburst of Gezi. Our data show that the Gezi Park
revolts were embedded in a relatively dynamic protest environment. Figure
2.4 outlines the number of protests and level of participation between 2011
and 2013 on a three-month basis. Obviously, in the period of the Gezi Park
protests, the number of protesting people skyrocketed. However, the preced-
ing periods do not seem substantially quiet as regards the reported number
of protests, even if the turnout mostly proved lower in relative terms. In
the period covered by our data, social and economic issues broadened the
reasons citizens took to the streets, yet people also protested distinctly for
civil rights and the Kurdish question, labor and environmental problems
as well as to express nationalistic sentiments or Islamic resentment with
suppressive regimes in the Middle East — most vividly after the military coup
in Egypt or the conflict in Syria (Table 2.1). Concerning collective actors,
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Figure2.4 Number of protest events and participants in Turkey, 2011-2013
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it turns out that labor unions came to dominate the organizational realm
of street mobilizations in Turkey (Table 2.2). This means that workers in
various economic sectors and civil servants employed in public sector jobs
override the occupational profile of protest participants in the three-year
period we have examined. The salience of social and economic matters
along the avenues of protest issues thus reflects on the mobilizing capacity
of organizations, labor unions in particular.*

Results from our protest event data show that the Gezi Park mobilizations
built on a relatively diverse and vibrant protest environment in the country.
In our view, this provides a useful indication of the fact that Gezi brought
together miscellaneous groups with convergent and divergent stances.
The usual suspects of contentious politics in Turkey brought in their own
claims, repertoires, and resources, enriching the collective agency of the
Gezi Park protests.

4 Note that in 2012 trade union density in Turkey was registered at 4.5 percent, the lowest
among the OECD countries.
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Table 2.1 List of classified protest issues (%)
2011 2012 2013
(N =1,464) (N =889) (N=1,113)
Animal rights .68 (10) 1.69 (15) 45 (5)
Civil rights: LGBTQ issues 14 (2) - -
Civil rights: Rights of the disabled 41 (6) 1.35(12) -
Civil ri.g.hts: Government repression & 6.49 (95) 4.49 (40) 21.47 (239)
political prosecutions
Civil rlghTs: Prisoners’ rights and 07 () 1 18 (2)
conditions
Civil rights: Freedom of expression and 27 45 (4) .54 (6)
assembly
CI\{I| rights: Press freedom and media 171 25) 1.24 (1) 153 (17)
issues
Civil rights: Freedom of religion 1.02 (15) 2.36 (21) .81 (9)
Civil rights: Rights of other minorities .34 (5) = =
Conservative social values / pro-Islamist 75 (11) 2.02 (18) 1.98 (22)
Economic policies and problems 8.27 (121) 10.34 (92) 5.58 (62)
Environment & ecology 5.94 (87) 5.16 (46) 4.05 (45)
Feminist struggle / women'’s movement 5.11 (76) 416 (37) 3.95 (44)
Global/transnational: Anti-
“Transnational Union” & anti-capital- 1.16 (17) 2.03 (18) 45 (5)
ist & anti-imperialist movements
Intematlona! hu'man and civil rights / 5.32(83) 12.60 (112) 26.96 (300)
democratization
Kurdish poI|At|caI movement and 9.29 (136) 5.62 (50) 2.70 (30)
pro-Kurdish protests
Labor and syndical issues 7.57 (111) 6.86 (61) 5.48 (61)
National pride and Turkish identity 18.30 (247) 4.50 (40) 1.62 (18)
Peace movement 1.70 (25) 2.58 (23) 1.80 (20)
PO!ItIFa| regime, rule of law and 5.26 (77) 5.40 (48) 2.34.26)
jurisprudence
Rural policies and problems .21 (3) 2.47 (22) 1.17 (13)
Sports 1.09 (16) 2.14(19) .90 (10)
Urban policies and problems 2.59 (38) 4.27 (38) 5.48 (61)
Various social issues 15.83 (232) 15.39 (135) 8.36 (93)
Unreported / unidentifiable 1.43 (21) 2.70 (24) 2.25(25)
TOTAL 100.00 100.00 100.00

Source: Authors’ protest event data from Anadolu Agency
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Table 2.2 Protests by classified organizations (%)

2011 2012 2013
(N=2915) (N=706) (N=867)
Culture and arts
Culture and recreation sports 5 2 1
Other recreation and social
b L
i Science and technology
Education and R K .
Social sciences & policy = A 3
research .
e Studies L
Public health & wellness
education
Health X . 2 1 -
Health treatment, primarily
e meee_____.Sutpatient ..
Family services
Services for the handicapped
Disaster/emergency
assistance
Social services K 5 1.2 4.8
Refugee assistance
Income support and
maintenance
oo Materialassistance ...
. Environment
Environment . X 3.8 2.5 2.7
eeeeeoo.__. Animalprotection ...
Community and neighbor-
Development and hood assoc. 13 ; .
housing Social development ’
L. Wousingassistance || - 0
Advocacy associations (8.7) (4.6) (5.9
Civil rights associations (7.3) (3.8 (6.3)
Ethnic/national identit
! y (1.2) (1.0) (4)
oriented
Civic associations 4 .8 2.0
Law, a_d.vocacy, and (4 G (:8) e (2.0) aas
politics Students/youth (8.5) (6.2) (10.5)
Legal services (1.4) (.7) 2.1)
Consumer protection (1.4) (.7) (.3)
Political parties (17.2) (16.4) (11.3)
eeeeoo._...__..Otherpolitical/ideclogical ___(84) (79 ___ ___(G7)_ _____
Philanthropic Voluntarism promotion and
intermediaries support 1 1 B
and voluntarism . L ’
. Fundraising organizations
BENREOMOtio N R
_Religion Associations of congregations 12 8. 103 .
Business and profes-  Business associations (2.7) (.8) -
sional associations, Professional associations (6.4) 372 (6.7) 501 (6.8) 344
unions Labor unions (28.1) (42.6) (27.6)

Source: Authors’ protest event data from Anadolu Agency
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2.3  Authoritarian drift and the attribution of political
opportunities

The Gezi Park protests broke out in a political context of rising authoritari-
anism during the third consecutive term of the conservative Justice and
Development Party (AKP) in government. As a hybrid regime, Turkey had
already been a consistent player in the league of “democracies in danger,”
to use Stepan’s (2009) words, where authoritarianism had never been an
eliminated risk. Yet, in the subsequent terms of AKP’s single-party rule, the
fragile nature of the Turkish democracy resurfaced unmistakably.

One can trace several indicators of the authoritarian path on which
Turkish politics embarked under the dominant party period of AKP. As
documented in a recent survey by the Associated Press, in the post-g/11 era
Turkey registered as one of the most blatant enforcers of anti-terror legisla-
tion among more than sixty countries covered in the survey (Igsiz, 2014).
Under the guise of fighting terrorism, the Turkish national security state
has been aiming at suppressing political opposition: dissident groups as
well as other actors, including the ex-allies of the incumbent party who ran
into a conflict with its governing elites. In 2000, Turkish courts convicted
327 people of terrorist offences, whereas in 2013 the number of convictions
reached 2,280 (Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Justice, General Directorate of
Judicial Records and Statistics, 2015). In addition, annual reports on political
freedoms and civil liberties state that Turkey’s already weak record of press
freedom has been steadily deteriorating since 2010 (Freedom House, 2015).
Not by chance, by 2012 Turkey had the highest number of journalists in
prison (Reporters Without Borders, 2012). Reducing democratic account-
ability even more, in 2012 the AKP proposed a draft law constraining the
competences of the Court of Accounts to impede fiscal monitoring of
budgetary decisions and public institutions. Even though the Constitutional
Court eventually ruled against the proposal, it was initially passed in the
parliament, and the government continued with its legislative efforts to
curb the auditing functions of the Court of Accounts (Soyaltin, 2013).

To summarize, while engineering a repressive law and order regime, the
government put the system of checks and balances between different insti-
tutions in serious jeopardy. The project of urban restructuring in Taksim,
therefore, mirrored yet another face of an authoritarian rule. The latter also
throve on a “nanny state” unduly interfering with the public morals and
private lives of its citizens, starting from how they should dress and what
they should drink, to how many children they should have. In doing so, the
top cadres of the party capitalized on a self-assessed notion of the “nation’s
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will,” i.e., the will of a formerly belittled and neglected majority of a Sunni
Muslim people. Those who refused to abide with the “unobjectionable”
mandate relayed to AKP through the ballot box — i.e., political parties,
social movements, civil society organizations, or individuals — became the
government’s enemies, more often than not criminalized or at best publicly
demonized. Hence, the miscellaneous groups who took to the streets upon
the police crackdown on the protest encampment in Gezi Park by the end
of May 2013, in one way or another “encountered the full wrath of state
authority” (Abbas and Yigit, 2014).

Under these circumstances, the Gezi Park revolts acted out an unprec-
edented mass outcry at the authoritarian power personified in Erdogan’s
leadership. While this was not the single cause of the protests since multiple
mechanisms were arguably at play, it certainly nurtured soaring public
resentment, particularly among those who were already dissatisfied with
the political business of AKP. The hatred towards the government had
various origins that lay bare the different political agencies of the protest-
ers. For instance, a leading activist from the Turkish Youth Union (TGB)>
underscores the Ergenekon trials® or parliamentary decrees rescinding
public celebrations on Republic Day (October 29), as well as the anniversary
of the start of the war of independence (May 19), as markers of a process in
which “societal opposition was rampant while suppression was escalating”
(Interview TK5). Other interviewees point to the patronizing language and
the practices subjugating women as well as policies in the realm of family.

The then prime minister once stated that men and women cannot be
equal. Meanwhile, the Ministry of Women has been replaced by the
Ministry of Family and Social Policies. Domestic violence and violence
against women in general has increased steadily under the rule of AKP.
They did not take sufficient precautions against murders of women.
Instead, all policies of AKP aim to exert control over private lives and

5  Tiirkiye Genglik Birligi [Turkish Youth Union] is one of the largest youth/student organiza-
tions in Turkey. It claims to be a defender of the foundational premises of the Turkish Republic,
is committed to “Atatiirk’s Revolutions,” and has as a main goal: “to unite the Turkish youth,
without differentiating between the left-wing and the right-wing, for the purpose of defending
the homeland” (Tiirkiye Genglik Birligi, 2015).

6 Broad in scope and protracted in time, the Ergenekon trials lasted from the first hearing
in October 2008 to August 2013. The trials involved more than two hundred suspects ranging
from journalists to military officers who were accused of forming a terrorist organization to
overthrow the government. The vast majority of the suspects were sentenced to long-term
imprisonment.
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women'’s bodies that is shaped in a conservative, Islamist mindset. Take
the example of the abortion debate and the rhetoric that “all married
couples should have three children.” In general, political discourse on
women — starting from interfering with the cleavages of anchorwomen on
TV to the misogynist statements by Bulent Arinc” — serves to strengthen
patriarchy (Interview TKo).

The underlying causes of mass outrage were diverse, even if directed at the
same adversary, but the most commonly cited source of public frustration
was the severity of police violence. Suffice it to recall that, throughout the
mobilizations, eight protesters and one policeman died, 4,329 protesters
and 697 policemen were injured, and 5,513 people were taken into custody.
Even if coercive protest policing had been a familiar phenomenon in Turkey,
the harsh way in which the police handled the peaceful resistance in Gezi
Park shocked many, above all socially privileged citizens thus far unaware
of or indifferent to the violence of the state — which was well-known in
segregated, impoverished neighborhoods or in the Kurdish-populated parts
of the country. In fact, some activists argue that the heavy-handedness of
the police was becoming more tangible in the run-up to the outbreak of
Gezi.

From the closure of Taksim to May Day demonstrations to the police
assault on the events commemorating the murder of Deniz Gezmis on
the 6™ of May and further to the protests after the Reyhanli bombings
on the 13" of May. [...] What we noticed was that the police, for the first
time, started to directly target people’s heads and this recently became
a common practice. We were feeling that something different was going
on. Also recently, a friend of us was shot by the police purposefully at
one of the university students’ protests (Interview TK3).

In short, the Gezi Park protests united a sizeable proportion of people
who were upset by the authoritarian drift of the government, and above
all, of Erdogan as the premier. We do not propose this drift, which had
several implications in politics and society, as a single cause for the protests.
Rather, we consider it as a structural factor that contributed to the growing
public resentment which, under similar circumstances, could also have
culminated in a scenario different from a mass uprising.

7  Then spokesperson of the government.
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2.4  Transformative effects of protest on political
subjectivities

Extraordinary moments such as the Gezi Park uprisings emerge as intense
time that breaks with normality. As it happened in Egypt, Tunisia, Spain,
Greece, or the United States during the waves of protests against austerity
(della Porta, 2013a; 2015; della Porta and Mattoni, 2014), such moments have
the capacity to produce transformative effects on collective actors and
individuals. In thislast section, we address the question of the eventfulness
of the Gezi Park mobilizations by exploring some of the rare encounters
lived through the protests which seem to have set off a transformative
process.

Scholarly writings as well as lay accounts commonly refer to the birth
of a unique spirit in Gezi. The latter is denoted as a marker of new political
subjectivities which derive from a recomposition of collective and indi-
vidual identities within the logic of “becoming” (Karakayali and Yaka, 2014).
Gezi is said to resemble a “spontaneous coming together in a moment of
‘irruption,’ when disparate heterotopic groups suddenly see, if only for a
tleeting moment, the possibilities of collective action to create something
radically different” (Harvey, 2012: xvii). That “something radically different”
owes to a subset of practices enabled by perplexing yet simultaneously
awakening encounters. Surprise at the breadth and intensity of relations
is often mentioned:

Unlikely brushes of the shoulder took place, surprising encounters
between feminists and football fans, secularists and anti-capitalist
Muslims, members of Istanbul’s bourgeoisie and the working classes,
LGBT activists and professional lawyers, Kurds and Jews. Unpremeditated
meetings. Unthought criss-crossings of purpose. [...] This was the thril],
the excitement, the euphoria of Gezi Park, the life energy it exuded, the
hope it created. It broke everything out of their boxes. It enabled us all
to imagine, think, and possibly be, otherwise. All in the midst of tear gas
and plastic bullets and debris (Navaro-Yashin, 2013).

The strong presence of the LGBTQ activists in the mobilizations was em-
blematic of those encounters. Their recalcitrant efforts and contributions
rendered these groups profoundly visible to those eyes that willingly or
unwillingly used to turn blind to their existence. In fact, as several slogans
and graffiti initially contained sexist connotations and swearwords, LGBTQ
and feminist activists spoke up against those internalized vocabularies
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and strove for desexualizing and queering the language of contention in a
figurative manner. As it has been noted, “[b]y painting over offensive graf-
fiti, altering some swearword letters with the female symbol, and organizing
an alternative ‘Swearword Workshop’ (Kiifiir Atélyesi) to dispute the hu-
miliation of women, gays, and sex workers, queers, together with feminists,
challenged the misogynist, homophobic, and transphobic language of the
resistance” (Zengin, 2013). It is also noteworthy that football fans — who as
a group are infamous for their frequent resorting to a notoriously sexist
language — “presented their apologies and responded to the noted concerns
by endeavoring to translate their political rage and passion into a more
all-embracing language” (2013).

Few among the protesters, including those who regularly partook in the
occupation in Gezi Park, knew about the location’s history. The interven-
tion by Nor Zartonk, a political organization of Armenians, shed light on
a pre-existing Armenian cemetery and on the history of dispossession by
the Turkish state. The cemetery, a gift to the Armenian community by the
Ottoman Sultan Siilleyman, “stretched from the north-west of the barracks
to today’s TRT building” (Bieberstein and Tataryan, 2013). In the early years
of the Turkish Republic, the cemetery was expropriated by the state and
its gravestones used in the construction of the stairs of Gezi Park. During
the occupation, Nor Zartonk erected two pieces of symbolic gravestones,
writing a line reading “You took our cemetery, you won’t have our park!” and
signing it as “Turkey’s Armenians” (2013). It was undoubtedly an unsettling
and yet an illuminating practice for both the members of the Armenian
community and for other visitors.

Such revealing encounters were probably more commonplace in and
around Gezi Park due to its peculiar atmosphere, which could not equally
penetrate into other avenues of the mobilizations. Still, firsthand experience
of exposure to police violence and the act of fighting it back through a riot-
ous performance shook the minds of many protesters. “I became politically
more rigid,” says a non-affiliated activist. “I used to think that we can solve
issues by discussion. Previously, if ever I saw someone hurling a stone to the
police, Iwould have said, ‘Don’t do it! They are our policemen. In Gezi, I for
the first time experienced throwing a stone to the police. That very first
stone, of course, never finds its target. You don’t even know how to throw it!
But after that first time, your character changes altogether” (Interview TK6).

For many, in other words, Gezi marked a watershed in personal histories.
It was an extraordinary moment which implied “the suspension, sometimes
spontaneous, sometimes deliberate, of an awareness of the vulnerability
of individual bodies in order to cross that threshold of fear” (Parla, 2013).
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Figure 2.5 Protests by main action forms, 2011-2013 (%)
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Our data on protest events between 2011 and 2013 also sketches the extraor-
dinary nature of the Gezi Park mobilizations in terms of the diversity in
action as well as a remarkable drift towards confrontation including the
use of violence. Figure 2.5 and Table 2.3 both show that nearly half of the
protests involved some form of deviation from the main course of action.
In almost one-fourth of the events, protesters proactively or reactively
resorted to violence in their fights against the riot police. From the other
perspective, almost half of the events were interrupted by coercive policing
instruments including the extensive use of teargas, water cannons, and
rubber bullets.

Table2.3 Selected protest characteristics and police coercion (%)

Deviation & Proactive or Coercion &
diversity in action  reactive violence  violence by the
repertoires by protesters police
Gezi Park protests (N = 173) 43.4 24.3 48.0
Other protests, 2011-2013
3.2 39 74
(N =3,293)

Source: Authors’ protest event data from Anadolu Agency
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The evidence of police violence is said to have laid the groundwork for a
growing empathy with the Kurdish people who had long suffered under
state repression. “People asked themselves: ‘Looking at what kind of a
state we got to know here, imagine the atrocities the Kurds had lived
through. You know, one of the greatest obstacles to a peaceful resolution
to the Kurdish question has been the ignorance wrapped up in the Turk-
ish mindset. This mindset, thanks to Gezi, is breaking down” (Interview
TK4). In particular, when 18-year-old Medeni Yildirim was killed in Lice/
Diyarbakir on June 28, 2013, as a result of the gendarme’s shootings at a
protest against the construction of high-security military stations, the
armed crackdown sparked off a wave of demonstrations in solidarity with
the Kurds.

For years, people followed the Kurdish question from the mainstream
media and now they realize that most of what they knew about it is not
true. The demonstration for Medeni Yildirim in Taksim was mostly at-
tended by Turkish people. That they chanted slogans for Medeni Yildirim
was not simply a slogan commemorating a single person. I therefore
believe that these were early signs of a Turkish-Kurdish rapprochement
(Interview TK1).

Police violence and critical incidents such as the murder of Medeni
Yildirim certainly raised questions in the minds of some Turkish pro-
testers who had previously followed blindly the Turkish state’s official
narrative on the Kurdish question, although with still uncertain long-term
effects. As a case in point, in October 2014, indignant crowds of Kurdish
youngsters in Turkey rioted after ISIS launched attacks in Kobané (a city in
northern Syria next to the Turkish border). While more than forty people
lost their lives throughout the riots in just a few days, manifestations of
solidarity, not least in the western regions of the country, proved to be
rather limited.

Unusual encounters throughout Gezi also concern the cleavage between
the secularly minded and the devout (Sunni) Muslims in the country.
Typically, government authorities branded Gezi as a movement by heretics,
atheists, or irreligious with no respect of the values of the Sunni majority. In
this sense, the engagement of anti-capitalist Muslims as an Islamic group of
activists led to a peculiar achievement in bridging secular and religious ritu-
als. While anti-capitalist Muslims were practicing Friday prayer on Taksim
Square, for instance, they were encircled by a group of non-religious activists
who volunteered to safeguard the prayer. On another day, just before the
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beginning of one of the Islamic holy nights (kandil), Gezi participants gave
each other kandil simidi — a type of sweet bagel consumed particularly
on the days of kandil — as a gesture of solidarity and empathy with pious
citizens. Most notably, the street iftars — a form of action that entails self-
organized dinners on the streets for breaking the fast during Ramadan,
and which in fact had been introduced long before Gezi against conspicu-
ous consumption in religious rituals — turned into a widely celebrated,
inclusive performance regardless of people’s faith. Few deny the innovative
contribution of street iftars and other common activities to harnessing a
strong sense of solidarity thanks to their essentially non-commodified and
sharinglogic. “Yet the daunting challenge,” warns a leading figure from the
anti-capitalist Muslims, “is that secular groups are still hesitant to engage
in a genuine communication with religious groups.” Pointing at the need
for more intense relations in the long duration, he recalls:

[W]hen we made our first call for street iftar, a person with a Kemalist
outlook approached us and said that he was very happy to join and would
like to come again. Then, two women with a pro-AKP outlook said that
they would not join our event in Taksim but if we organized the street
iftar in Fatih (a conservative district in Istanbul), they would be willing
to come. Now, street iftar brings together people from opposite poles.
Eventually, however, this did not work out. The state (officials/actors),
by contrast, understood the point. On the Tunnel Square® the police
dispersed our street iftar. Two days later, the gay pride demonstration
took place on the same square. Thousands were present and the police
did not intervene. The AKP sends the following message to its constitu-
ency: “What Gezi is all about, is basically organized by marginal groups,
homosexuals and that’s it.” But they did not think twice about dispersing
our street iftar. So what should have happened instead was that those who
participated in the gay parade should have joined us in Fatih three days
later and said, “Look, I am also here!” True, some pro-AKP people joined
us as well but these people were not the majority. As long as this bridge
will not be built, you cannot expect that the conservatives cut their ties
with this government. Why didn’t they simply come to Fatih? Was it so
difficult? There were about a hundred thousand people who marched
at the gay parade. [...] The polarizing language of this government is so
strong that it reproduces the same language on the side of the opposition
(Interview TK2).

8  Onthe Sishane side of the Istiklal Street.
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This quote points indeed at the fluidity in the emergence of new (political)
subjectivities, as embedded in the notion of subjectivities “in the making”
orin a phase of “becoming.” Especially regarding the commune in the park,
the most surprising element was not so much the diversity of its identities,
but rather “the realization on the part of the people that their identities that
were so complete and functional outside the park proved utterly inadequate
during the commune. It is out of this that a long-lost feeling of solidarity
and commonality visited the park, which is related not to what one is but
to what one becomes” (Eken, 2014).

The experimentation with alternative imaginaries of politics, most strik-
ingly through neighborhood forums, might also have worked as critical
junctures in shaping new subjectivities. First of all, the forums as open
stages to speak up and to listen with reverence embody a claim for civility,
displaying “a new public culture that is respectful of the other, and careful in
the rhetoric of the movement” (Gdle, 2013). Secondly, the forum experiment
has led to an affinity with extra-parliamentary politics whereby many
participants felt empowered. As one of our interviewees observes, referring
to the forums and neighborhood solidarity networks, doing “[p]olitics on
a high level is not the only option available. They do not need a political
party or association to solve problems. They can get organized without a
hierarchical structure” (Interview TK7). The transformative effects aside,
these alternative political imaginaries also promoted decentralized, locally
self-organized, horizontal forms of democratic governance in society.

Here as well, the degree of consolidation of the Gezi spirit is still an
open question. Established patterns of political organization, discourses
of dissent, and relations of domination did not simply wither away. More
often than not, these patterns prevailed over the routes of political experi-
mentation that were supposedly emancipatory and progressive in language
and practice. In turn, while attracting utmost interest among old and new
generations of activists as well as the formerly apolitical, new political
experimentations also created frustrations, and according to some observ-
ers, even paved the way for the decline of the movement. As one of them
noted, the role of the more structured organizations, with their attempts
at cooptation, had negative effects on the protest developments:

The fact that people could speak up was exactly what the feminist move-
ment considers as a form of politics: women could speak up. There were
stages where even people without organizational affiliation could come
up from their neighborhoods and vocalize their views. On the other
hand, I got really furious to witness the discourse held by the socialist
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movement. This was a critical juncture for me. I think that they failed to
understand the whole idea of Gezi. They are obsessed with maintaining
their power and leadership as a political group. They wanted to speak
on behalf of others. They were unwilling to leave space to individual
voices. They were very judgmental in many ways. For instance, there
was a Kemalist woman who came there on her own initiative. What they
did was label her as nationalist, even racist. Such a form of politics made
me furious. I realized, once again, that they lack a sense of participa-
tory politics which allows people space. On the contrary, they wanted
everything for themselves (Interview TKo).

Some formerly enthusiastic participants were also estranged by organi-
zational rivalry and by the content of discussions at the forums, which at
times concentrated on issues of rather low interest for the neighborhood
inhabitants. This might have nourished “a movement culture where discus-
sion for the pleasure of discussion can trump the formation of programmatic
goals” (Tugal, 2013).

In fact, they [the forums] were perfect occasions to recruit new members.
And whenever someone from a particular organization was on the stage,
their supporters or fellows applauded them with passion. Yogurtcu Forum,
for instance, turned into a feminist forum. Besides, people started to
discuss issues that do not concern ordinary people’s lives. For example,
having a squat is not a priority issue for many residents. But focusing on
such issues alienated many people. For me, for that matter, forums lost
their appeal (Interview TK6).

In brief, while at the individual level and in the short term protest emerged
as eventful, the potential for the consolidation of the Gezi spirit needs time
to be assessed.

2.5 Conclusion

The June 2013 uprisings in Turkey were rooted in long-lasting urban struggle
against the municipal plan to transform Taksim Square in Istanbul. The
protests were initially spearheaded by young and educated urbanites with
high cultural capital, and yet they eventually turned into a socially diverse
and spatially diffuse form of mass mobilization. It was not a class revolt as
such, but class politics was certainly embedded in the motives and political



THE SPIRIT OF GEZI 55

articulations of some, if not all, participants. Above all, a mass outcry at
government’s political encroachments into particular lifestyles, values,
and orientations merged with growing public resentment against the same
government'’s aggressively neoliberal policies in the urban space. The police
crackdown on the peaceful resistance in the Park put flesh on the bones of
the authoritarian face of the AKP rule personified in Erdogan’s leadership,
and it paradoxically united overlapping and conflicting arrays of opposition
to his rule.

Gezi certainly came as a surprise, but it did not come from nowhere.
Social discontent had already taken different forms, including mass demon-
strations, prior to the uprisings in June. What Gezi unexpectedly achieved
is to mobilize large numbers of non-affiliated crowds without an activist
background or protest record together with those groups and organizations
that had been known as the usual suspects of contentious politics in Turkey.
The many Gezi-inspired occupations of public places all over the country
contributed to intensify relations.

In terms ofits consequences, there are many questions yet to be addressed
in view of future developments. The Gezi uprisings clearly unleashed trans-
formative effects, at least on an individual level, and set the ground for the
formation of new political subjectivities. Unusual but revealing encounters
with violent state apparatuses, with the other and unknown dissidents
on the street as well as experimentations with alternative imaginaries
of politics such as neighborhood assemblies empowered people, broke
routines, and let the previously unthinkable emerge. Yet, old subjectivities
have not been altogether replaced by new ones, as established norms of
political organization, discourse, and stigmatization did not disappear.
Hence, new subjectivities, if any, are at best in the making or in a process of

”«

becoming. They are still “in formation” — a “work in progress,” “an interactive
and shared definition reduced by several individuals and groups that is
continually negotiated, tested, modified and confirmed” (Ozkirimli, 2014).
While Gezi was cleared by the police, the Gezi spirit, as its sympathizers

would name it, survived, but not unchallenged.
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List of interviews

TK1 member of Emek Partisi.? Istanbul, October 21, 2014

TK2 member of Kapitalizmle Miicadele Dernegi." Istanbul,
October 24, 2014

TK3 member of Halkevleri." Istanbul, April 6, 2015

TK4 member of DISK.”” Istanbul, April 8, 2015

TKs5 member of Turkish Youth Union. April 12, 2015

TK6 Independent activist. Istanbul, April 14, 2015

TK7 member of Halklarin Demokratik Partisi.® Istanbul,
April 16, 2015

TKS8 member of Istanbul Kent Savunmasi.' Istanbul, April 16, 2015

TK9 member of Sosyalist Feminist Kolektif.s Istanbul, April
16, 2015

9 Emek Partisi [Labor Party] is a left-wing political party that is a member of International
Conference of Marxist-Leninist Parties and Organizations (ICMLPO).

10 Kapitalizmle Miicadele Dernegi [Association for Fighting Capitalism] was initially formed by
an activist group known as the Anti-Capitalist Muslims. They challenge mainstream interpreta-
tions and practices of Islam which, in their view, is reduced to a set of rituals, fraught with a
consumerist attitude and alienated from ideas of social justice. Later on, Anti-Capitalist Muslims
moved into the associational realm.

11 Halkevleri [People’s Houses] is a socialist association with a large network in the whole
country. The association runs a broad spectrum of activities including housing, education,
health, women'’s rights, the disabled, urban and environmental issues, and working life.

12 Acronym for Devrimci Is¢i Sendikalar1 Konfederasyonu [Confederation of Progressive Trade
Unions), one of the oldest labor confederations in Turkey. The Confederation was banned after
the military coup in 1980 and legally resumed its activities in 1992.

13 Halklarin Demokratik Partisi [People’s Democratic Party] is a left-wing political party and
for the time being the main parliamentary actor of the Kurdish political movement in Turkey. It
was preceded by a number of pro-Kurdish political parties which had been outlawed by the state
on allegations of terrorism and ties with the PKK. Recently, the leading figures of the Kurdish
political movement set forth a new agenda with a larger public appeal in the population, not
limited to claiming to represent the Kurdish people. On the top of this agenda lies the idea to
promote local self-governance and democratic autonomy, but also to address various issues
related to ecology, labor, women’s rights, and LGBTQ issues. As a result, they founded Halklarin
Demokratik Kongresi [People’s Democratic Congress], a broad left-wing alliance. The HDP is in
one sense a by-product of the HDK.

14 Istanbul Kent Savunmasi [Istanbul Urban Defense] is a coordinated body of urban move-
ments, neighborhood forums and associations, environmental organizations, and solidarity
networks that arose from the Gezi Park resistance. For more information, see its inauguration
at www.yeniyol.org/istanbul-kent-savunmasi-kurulusunu-ilan-etti/, accessed on 08.09.2015.
15 Sosyalist Feminist Kolektif [Socialist Feminist Collective] is an anti-capitalist feminist
organization in Turkey.
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3.1

Brazil’s popular awakening — June 2013
Accounting for the onset of a new cycle of contention

Mariana S. Mendes

Abstract

In a country that had not witnessed such a large-scale cycle of contention
since 1992, the protests of June 2013 took everyone by surprise. What
started as a relatively small protest against the rise of public transporta-
tion fares in Sdo Paulo — organized by the Free Fare Movement (MPL)
— rapidly escalated into a large wave of mobilization that swept Brazil
from north to south. This article will take a close look at the onset of this
new cycle of contention in order to trace how and why it came about. It
will argue that the tactics of the MPL together with police repression
— particularly its place and targets — were the triggering factors that
provided the masses with a window of opportunity to join the protests
and, in this process, publicly show their dissatisfaction with a variety of
issues while (re)discovering the appeal of the streets. The June Journeys
have shown that Brazil’s record in the reduction of social inequalities and
economic growth was far from sufficient for a population that expected
equally visible changes in the provision of public services, in a scenario
where corruption and World Cup spending signaled that public money

was not being efficiently managed.

Keywords: Brazil, June 2013, protests, Brazilian Spring, June Journeys,
vinegar revolt, Free Fare Movement

Introduction

It came as a surprise to many that in June 2013, Brazil joined the group of

states where massive popular uprisings swept the country from north to

south. Its good economic performance over the previous decade left many

analysts wondering where all the dissatisfaction had suddenly come from.
When most of the world was being hit by the international financial crisis,

Brazil's economy was still growing, the minimum wage was increasing,

and distributive social programs were contributing to reduce social in-

equalities and take millions out of poverty. Furthermore, the comparatively
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extraordinarily high levels of government popularity prior to June 2013,
together with a stable democratic regime, differentiated Brazil from the
other dozens of countries where people took to the streets.’ The usual
characterization (or, judging by the recent events, mischaracterization) of
the Brazilian people as politically lethargic adds to this picture.

Indeed, in a country where hugely publicized corruption scandals — such
as the “mensaldo” affair in 2005 — failed to attract a substantial wave of
popular indignation, a R$0.20 increase in public transportation fares would
hardly have qualified as a possible trigger for large-scale protests. And yet
it was. The June 6™ mobilization of the Movimento Passe Livre — MPL (Free
Fare Movement), gathering around 2,000 people in Sdo Paulo — quickly
spiraled into a massive social uprising, bringing more than 1 million people
to the streets of Brazil on June 20™. Together with the Fora Collor move-
ment of 1992 and the Diretas J4 campaign of 1985, these were the largest
demonstrations in Brazil's history (now surpassed by more recent protests).
But while the former two movements had one clear goal, the same cannot
be said about the 2013 events. The cacophony of demands issued as the
protests developed goes well beyond the reversal of the R$0.20 increase
for which the MPL was initially fighting. This is why the June events — also
known as June Journeys or Brazilian Spring (even though it was autumn in
the southern hemisphere) — are best described as being catalyzed rather
than caused by an increase in public transportation fares. After all, protests
over this issue are far from new in Brazil — the MPL itself has been active
since 2005 and took inspiration from previous revolts of the same type (such
as Revolta do Buzu in Salvador, 2003; Revolta da Catraca in Floriandpolis,
2004).

Despite being a resource-poor movement, the MPL proved to have an
extraordinary capacity of mobilization, attaining levels of disruption hardly
ever seen in the main streets of Sdo Paulo. The transition from thousands
to hundreds of thousands, however, appears to have been the direct result
of disproportionate police repression and the diffusion of mobilizing calls
through online platforms. Scenes of violence against the white middle
class in the main business and shopping streets of Sdo Paulo had an impact
that the all-too-common scenes of violence in the peripheries do not have.
Outrage was visible in both social and traditional media. The latter went

1 In March 2013, only 7 percent of the population considered that the government of Dilma
Rousseff was doing a bad job, while 65 percent thought she was doing a good/very good one.
These figures changed to 25 percent and 43 percent respectively during the month of June
(Datafolha, 2013).
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from a clearly hostile coverage of the protests to an almost sympathetic
one, probably helping in the process of pouring people into the streets. The
bigger the demonstrations became, the wider the breadth of the demands,
generally targeting the poor quality of public services — such as health and
education; the misuse of public money — particularly for mega-sporting
events (the World Cup and the Olympics); corruption, police violence, and
so on. The variety of demands is hardly surprising given the decentralized/
uninstitutionalized way in which the protests came about, with social
media networks and digital platforms proving to be, once more, a powerful
mobilizing resource. But if repression played a crucial role in igniting the
masses, this tells us little about the actual reasons why people took to
the streets. The plurality of demands made clear that, far from being a
grievance-free society, Brazilian people do have a lot to feel unsatisfied
about.

In what follows, I will start by providing a brief overview of the
socio-political context in Brazil over the years prior to 2013, highlighting
that, beneath the apparent successes at the economic and social level,
numerous anomalies remain. I will then proceed with a detailed account
of the unfolding of the June events, focusing in particular on two key
moments: (1) the start of the protests, to understand how a small move-
ment like the MPL managed to gather thousands of people and provoke
major disruptions in Sdo Paulo; and (2) the period of massification of the
demonstrations, in order to shed light on what brought so many people to
the streets. In a subsequent section, I will focus on the goals and structure
ofthe MPL, a movement without which the June Journeys would not have
seen the light of day. I will finish by providing potential explanations for
the timing and the emergence of these protests, putting into evidence
the shortcomings of the main social movement theoretical approaches
in this regard.

Besides a thorough examination of the existing literature, my consid-
erations are based on media analysis, including traditional media — Folha
de Sdo Paulo (the newspaper with the highest circulation in Brazil) being
the most extensively examined source — and social media, in particular
the pages of the most active movements and groups. In addition, I carried
out a dozen interviews, in a semi-structured fashion, with participants
in the protests in Sdo Paulo and Rio de Janeiro (including three active
members of the MPL and two of Forim de Lutas Contra o Aumento da
Passagem [the most active group in Rio]). This was complemented by
conversations with a few Brazilian academics and a journalist who ac-
companied the protests.
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3.2  Brazil’s socio-political scenario: A real success story?

Brazil was, until recently, repeatedly depicted as a successful case of a fast-
growing economy in which economic output had a largely positive effect in
the development of the country as well as on the lives of many Brazilians.
Indeed, the increase in the rate of economic growth has had a direct impact
on the improvement of various social indicators such as the reduction of
extreme poverty and income inequality, expansion of access to public health
and education, and increases in life expectancy, among others. By way of
example, extreme poverty declined from 16.4 percent in 1995 to 4.7 percent
in 2009 while, in the same period, the bottom 20 percent of the income
distribution scale saw an increase of about 127 percent in income (compared
to an average of 54 percent for the top 20 percent) (Souza, 2012: 5-6). This was
not only the direct result of favorable international circumstances that stimu-
lated the Brazilian economy, but also of internal reforms in which a pro-poor
growth strategy was purposely adopted (Souza, 2012). The real and significant
increases in both the minimum wage and targeted social assistance benefits
were part of this strategy. These changes in indicators were so significant that
the Workers’ Party (hereafter PT [Partido dos Trabalhadores]) can proudly
be credited with having transformed the class structure in Brazil. As shown
in the graph below, the so-called “new middle class” — categorized officially
as “class C” (any household with a per capita income between R$291 and
R$1,019) — now represents over 50 percent of the population.

In short, one will not have a hard time finding the statistics that back
up the picture of Brazil as a real success story. The confidence in this nar-
rative will, however, depend on which aspects one chooses to emphasize.
Indicators on the expansion of educational opportunities and better access
to healthcare tell uslittle about the persistently poor quality of both public
schools and the public healthcare system. The same applies to the focus
on relative measures as opposed to absolute ones: while Brazil’s progress
is uncontestable, a focus on the decrease in income inequality masks the
fact that, in absolute terms, Brazil is still at the bottom of World Bank data
on income disparities.* Professor James Petras puts it bluntly: “The greatest
indignity to those receiving subsistence handouts was to be told that, in
this class-caste society, they were ‘middle class’ [...] as they crawled home
from hours in traffic, back from jobs whose monthly salary paid for one
tennis match at an upscale country club” (Petras, 2013).

2 Based on data available between 2008 and 2013, Brazil ranks as the ninth most unequal
country out of the 112 evaluated. See http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.
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Figure 3.1 Evolution of Economic Classes, 1992-2009
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Using income as the sole criterion for categorizing social classes has
been a severely questioned method in Brazil precisely because it might be
wrongly translated into life quality. Critics continuously point to the fact
that the inclusion of a “new middle class” was based purely on a growth
in income or subsidies and a consequent increase in access to consumer
goods, a process that was not accompanied by a similar improvement in the
quality of basic public services in areas such as health, education, transport,
security, housing, or even leisure. As one interviewee has stated: “Brazil
has now more people with means and access to consumer goods, but these
same people take two hours to get to work, have their kids in low-quality
schools, no access to good healthcare and few decent public spaces in the
cities...” (Interview BRs).

For the economic journalist Patrick Cruz, the main problem lies with the
quality rather than the quantity of public spending in Brazil. Despite having
one of the highest tax rates in the world — the equivalent to 36 percent of
its GDP — Brazil lags behind when it comes to the effective management
of public resources. In a country where g percent of the GDP is directed to
the health system, he says, it is hard to understand why hospital corridors
continue to be overcrowded with people awaiting treatment (Cruz, 2013).
Mismanagement and inefficiency seem to plague Brazil's public administra-
tive apparatus, a problem that can perhaps only compare to the diversion
of funds. According to a study of the Federation of Industries of the State
of Sao Paulo, it is estimated that corruption consumes between 1.38 and 2.3
percent of Brazil’s total GDP yearly (Cruz, 2013).
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This, in turn, is connected to the all too common practices of patron-
age and patrimonialism in Brazilian politics and businesses — the former
understood as the dispensing of favors and public resources to cultivate
allies and the latter referring to elites’ perception of public resources as
personal property (Montero, 2005). If the more recent Petrobras scandal
has shaken Brazilian politics and society to the core — starting in 2014 and
decisively contributing to the people continuously pouring into the streets
afterwards —, in 2013 there were already several good illustrations of the
pervasiveness of corruption, most notably the “mensaldo” (“big monthly al-
lowance”) scandal. Through this scheme, which first became public in 2005,
large sums of public money were used to buy support for President Lula’s
legislative program in Congress. It proved to be an endemic arrangement as
itinvolved a total of nine parties and led to the resignation of several of the
most important figures within the PT. Although it caused the Workers’ Party
to fall from grace, Lula’s economic performance and social programs got
the PT reelected in 2006 and again in 2o010. For many of the PT’s supporters,
however, it was the ultimate proof that, contrary to all that it had advocated
before, the PT constituted no alternative to “politics as usual.”

This was particularly the case for vast segments of the Left, who saw with
widespread disenchantment the transformation of the Workers’ Party from
alarge left-wing movement with socialist ideals into a catch-all mainstream
party. By distancing itself from more militant sectors, significantly shorten-
ing its programmatic differences, making opportune alliances, and setting
macroeconomic stability as its top priority, the PT practiced all that it had
preached against before. As an ex-member of the party has put it, the PT
seemed no longer to have a project for society, but only for power (César
Benjamin, quoted in Flynn, 2005: 1250). Its traditional and distinctive em-
phasis on forms of participatory politics, leading to the creation of Councils
of public policy and National Public Policy Conferences, has also been a
source of disappointment since these mechanisms are generally deemed
to be irrelevant. Even when it comes to social policies, its radical departure
from the kind of structural reforms it used to advocate — land reform being a
case in point — and its continuity with the previous incumbent government
were widely noted (Hunter, 2008: 27). Some go as far as to suggest that the
improvements in social indicators were part of a larger pre-Lula tendency,
doubting whether there is something distinctively leftist to them (Samuels,
2008). The PT, however, has been generally credited with expanding social
programs — such as Bolsa Familia (a widely publicized conditional cash
transfer program to the poorest families) — believed to be the source of the
PT’s continuous electoral support (as it is now a party supported mostly by
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the poorest layers of society, contrary to when it was initially elected). The
fact that it has managed to take millions out of poverty without challenging
the concentration of wealth in a few elites is a genius move for some and a
source of disappointment for others.

In this scenario, it is far from surprising that the social movement scene
in Brazil has witnessed an almost silent but significant shift. While during
the1980s and 1990s the PT gathered around itself the most significant trade
unions and social movements — committed to the implementation of the
ideal of participatory democracy at the institutional level — this relationship
has naturally grown increasingly tense over the 2000s. On the one hand,
Lula proved to be particularly efficient at coopting the major trade unions
by granting them subsidies and positions inside the government.? On the
other, new kinds of social movements started to take over the streets (along
with iconic ones that had always preferred non-institutionalized forms of
protest, such as the Landless Workers Movement), claiming autonomy from
institutionalized politics and attracting mostly the younger generation, who
has no living memory of the period of democratization and its mass workers’
mobilization. Many of these belonged either to a “new social movement”
(LGBTQ, feminist, environmentalist) or were akin to the anti-globalization
movement and the idea that “another world is possible” (as in the case of the
Free Fare Movement) (Abers, 2013). Part of an increasingly diversified social
movement scene are also the voices coming from the periphery of large cities
—emphasizing issues of race, police violence, housing, among others — or, on
the other side of the political spectrum, conservative religious movements
(Tatagiba, 2014). The June 2013 protests were a definitive confirmation of the
greater potential of “anti-institutionalization” movements to attract larger
numbers of people at a time when the PT’s detachment from the streets is
more conspicuous than ever.

3.3 The June Journeys

First stage of the June Journeys

Rises of transportation fares in Brazil hardly ever come unchallenged. For
every increase, small-scale protests triggered by diverse groups (mostly
young people) are to be expected; even though they do not generally gather

3 Infact, the PT is commonly accused of filling the state apparatus with PT members and
sympathizers, merging state and party to an unprecedented extent. Whereas some perceive this
as a positive way to bring “common people” to positions of power, others see it as pure nepotism.
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massive popular support (at least prior to June 2013), there were a few
cases in which the pressure of the protesters made political authorities
revoke or postpone their decisions (e.g. Revolta do Busdo in Natal, August
2012; Porto Alegre in March 2013). Scenes of violence between the police
and the protesters accompanied by the burning of buses, tires, or garbage
bins are not a new occurrence either. The discontentment with public
transportation might partially be explained by the poor quality of public
transportation services (often overcrowded), coupled with the fact that
they are exceptionally high-priced: when adjusting public transporta-
tion fares to the minimum wage of different countries, Sdo Paulo and
Rio come up as the cities where the highest percentage of one’s income
goes to public transportation (G1 Globo, 2013a). According to a Datafolha
survey, 75 percent of the people in Sdo Paulo consider public transportation
overpriced, and 55 percent think their quality is “awful” (Oliveira, Costa,
and Neto, 2013: 5-6).

In this light, the mobilization of the MPL in Sdo Paulo and three other
cities at the beginning of June, after the fare increased from R$3 to R$3.20,
was far from unexpected. What perhaps was not predictable was its capacity
to mobilize between 2,000 and 5,000 people in the first days of the protests,
blocking the traffic in some of the most important avenues of Sdo Paulo.
Considering that it is a fairly small social movement, this was already quite
an impressive achievement. The MPL took seriously the main slogan used
in the rallies — Se a tarifa ndo baixar, a cidade vai parar (“If the fare doesn't
go down, the city will stop”) — and called for almost consecutive protests,
causing the police and the governor of Sdo Paulo to lose patience. One of
the key differences between these protests and the previously organized
performances of the MPLlies in this tactic: to convene protests on an almost
daily basis, without giving a truce to the police. This is an aspect pointed
out by an activist who has been close to the MPL since its birth and who,
in addition, highlights the difference in esthetics:

At first the MPL went to the streets without much radicalism, with a more
pacific posture, but in 2013 it adopted a more radicalized stance, which
attracted the attention of the media and social networks. [...] There was no
truce. Every other day there was a protest, between the 6™ and the 13™ of
June — 4 acts, one bigger than the other. We used our own bodies to close
the avenues of the city. [...] In Brazil, the police throws the first bomb at
protesters and everyone runs away. This time we did not run away. The
“black block” kind of esthetics was a great agitating and propagandistic
factor (Interview BR3).
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This, combined with the choice of a strategic and symbolic place — the main
avenues of the city — was enough to create a level of disruption the MPL had
not achieved before. In the words of an MPL member,

We stopped the main avenues of Sdo Paulo for the first time. [...] We broke,
literally and symbolically, some of the barriers imposed by the spatial
segregation of the city. [...] The second protest took place in Marginal
Pinheiros, a place that was never occupied by people before, only by
cars, traffic, overcrowded buses and merchandise in circulation. There,
we felt that it was possible to win, that the city could be not only of
cars, but of people too. The symbolic element in the occupation of the
Marginal in the process of resistance was essential to strengthen the
struggle (Interview BR8).

th 11" and 13 of June, in

Protests were organized by the MPL on the 6™, 7
what can be considered the first stage of the June Journeys. At this point, the
demonstrations still had one specific aim — to revoke the fare increase —and
were composed almost exclusively of young, educated people. The number
of people protesting varied between 2,000-5,000 on the 6" of June and 12,000
on the 11™.* The form of protest remained the same: the demonstrators would
walk through the busiest avenues of the city, in a previously defined trajec-
tory, creating as much traffic jam as possible while chanting and holding
posters (stating, for example, “3.20 is robbery”; “for a public and decent
transport”; “for a life without turnstiles”). The marches invariably ended
in confrontations with the police while various objects were set on fire
and bus, subway stations, shops, or banks vandalized by a few “agitators.”
Even though the MPL distanced itself from those acts, traditional media
and several politicians depicted the whole of the protesters as “vandals” or
“criminals.” The major news outlets — Globo, Folha, and Estaddo — invari-
ably focused on confrontations with the police and vandalism: “Protesters
vandalize the center of Sdo Paulo” was the headline in Folha on June 12,
while Globo described the center of Sdo Paulo as a “war zone” (Herdy, 2013).
The following day the governor of Sdo Paulo promised to be tougher against
vandalism (Folha, 2013a). The editorial of Folha de S.Paulo leaves no doubt
concerning its hostility towards the MPL, urging public powers to act:

Their demand of reversing the fare increase [...] is no more than an
excuse, a vile excuse. These are young people predisposed to violence

4 According to estimates by the military police, Datafolha, and the MPL itself.
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by a pseudo-revolutionary ideology, searching to take advantage of the
general discontentment with the fare increase. Worse than that, only the
central goal of this little group: free public transport. The unrealism of
this banner already denotes the intention of vandalizing public property
[...]- It’s time to put a full stop to this. The municipality and the military
police need to enforce the existing restrictions for the protests in Avenida
Paulista (Folha, 2013b).

The demonstrations of June 13" would prove to be a game changer in this
regard: because police repression was especially brutal and indiscriminate
on this date, media coverage changed radically. The fact that there were a
dozen journalists among the thousands of people injured and arrested has
certainly contributed to this. The story of Giuliana Vallone — a journalist at
Folha de S.Paulo who was shot in the eye with a rubber bullet at a moment
in which there were no violent protests around her (and therefore no ap-
parent reason for such an act) — was among the many videos and accounts
that went viral on social media, denouncing both the disproportionate
and indiscriminate use of violence and the arbitrariness of the detentions
made. Particularly ludicrous in this regard was the fact that several people
ended up being arrested for carrying vinegar with them (which allegedly
attenuates the effect of tear gas), prompting all sorts of mocking cries on the
web and during the following protests — “legalize vinegar,” “liberté, égalité,
fraternité, vinaigré” and “V for Vinegar” were some of the mottos that made
the June Journeys also known as the Vinegar Revolt.

An analysis of Folha de S.Paulo in the days following the June 13" protest
is particularly instructive in detecting the change of mood and tone in
regards to the protests. The focus was no longer on “vandals” but on the
excessiveness of police violence and its consequences. Already on the 14",
an editorial piece had a radically different tone from the day before: “even
rejecting vandalism, one should recognize that protests can strengthen
democracy. It is necessary to guarantee that movements of protest occur
without judging what motivates them” (Folha, 2013c). While the governor
of Sdo Paulo still tried to support the police, the mayor of the city criticized
its actions and called for a meeting with the MPL. The day before the
next protest (scheduled for June 17"), Folha’s Ombudsman wrote in the
newspaper that Folha, together with other major news sources, had made
a mistake when focusing only on the destruction caused by the protests,
“not measuring which share of the protesters were there just to destroy and
not giving due attention to all the others” (Folha, 2013d). The tremendous
impact of the June 13" protests on social media was visible on the Facebook
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page of the MPL, where hundreds of thousands of people signed up for the
next protest on June 17"

Even though the Brazilian military police has all too often shown itself
to be violent and dysfunctional, it is used to applying such methods in
territorial areas that are unworthy of media attention, most notably in
the favelas. While police violence has been the focus of specific groups of
activists for a long time, it rarely captured the attention of the masses. The
difference, this time, was in space and targets. The heart of the city of Séo
Paulo could not be more different from the areas where the military police is
most used to acting. Avenida Paulista, where most of the protests took place,
is the epicenter of business and consumerism for affluent classes. Passers-by
who were affected by police violence, as well as most of the protesters, were
white middle class, as opposed to the poor black people that are usually the
target of the police. In an interview with a journalist who has covered the
protests on the ground from day one, this difference is highlighted: “People
got outraged because, this time, violence was exercised against the educated
white middle class, which is not used to being repressed by the police [...].
Plus, it took place in a region that is not usually a scene of violence. [...] The
whole of the white middle class felt victimized by the actions of the police,
having a fundamental role in the next demonstrations” (Interview BR1).

Second stage of the June Journeys

As aresult of excessive police repression, hundreds of thousands of people
joined the demonstrations, widening their demands almost in the same
proportion. While an estimated 5,000 people participated in the June 13"
protest in Sdo Paulo, the following demonstration — on June 17" — gathered
65,000 people in Sdo Paulo and 100,000 in Rio de Janeiro, apart from a couple
of thousand in other Brazilian cities. Sdo Paulo was no longer the epicenter
of the protests, which rapidly spread to every single Brazilian state capital,
with Rio now taking the lead in the hundreds of thousands pouring onto
the streets. Protests reached their peak on the 20™ of June, one day after
the mayors of Sdo Paulo and Rio announced the revocation of the increase
in public transportation fares, with almost 1,500,000 people demonstrating
in more than 100 cities.

Beginning on June 17", the protests took on a life of their own in the sense
that, far from being controlled by the MPL or any other group/movement,
they became exceptionally diffuse in organizational and spatial terms.
Contributing to this was the fact that social media played a pivotal role as a
mobilizing tool. Based on IBOPE’s data (Brazilian Institute of Public Opinion
and Statistics), 62 percent of protesters learned about the demonstrations
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Figure3.2 Number of Protesters, June 17t"-28t*
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through Facebook, and 75 percent used social networks to call other people
to the protests. The fact that 46 percent had never participated in protests
before (IBOPE, 2013) attests to the inclusive potential of “digitally enabled
action networks.”

Indeed, following Bennett and Segerberg (2012), the second stage of the
June 2013 events seems to have followed a “logic of connective action” more
than the traditional logic of collective action, in the sense that technology
platforms took the conventional place of established political organiza-
tions and assumed a preeminent role in mediating collective action. This
contrast is consequential because, as Bennett and Segerberg (2012) argue,
self-organizing digital networks (as opposed to organizationally brokered
networks) grant room for the development of “personal action frames”
and therefore have a greater potential for larger and more inclusive action,
capable of scaling up more quickly and more flexible in terms of moving
political targets and bridging different issues. Because, under this logic, ac-
tion is not organized based on group identity and membership in previously
established networks but rather forged through loose digital networks, the
potential for personalization and inclusiveness is greater.

This was clearly reflected in the number of people pouring into the
streets as well as in their broad range of demands, visible in the countless
banners that thousands or hundreds of thousands of individuals drafted
in their homes and brought to the streets. Despite their large diversity,
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a significant share of them were in fact related to the management of
public money and the quality of public services (the basic idea being that
the political class — for the most part corrupt — is not using public money
as it should). This was visible in the thousands of banners criticizing
the diversion of public funds, the excessive spending for the World Cup,
and the poor quality of the health and education systems (e.g. “We want
hospitals and schools in FIFA standards,” “There is money for stadiums
but not for education,” “If your son gets sick, take him to the stadium,” “If
robbery does not stop, we will stop Brazil,” “Where does taxpayers’ money
go to?”). When IBOPE asked the protesters, on June 20", for the three
main reasons that made them participate in the demonstrations, the most
commonly mentioned were the following: (1) public transportation issues
(mentioned by over 53% of the interviewees); (2) corruption/diversion
of public funds (49%); (3) issues related to the health system (37%); (4)
excessive spending on the World Cup (31%); and (5) concerns related to
the education system (30%), among several others that did not achieve
such high percentages (G1 Globo, 2013b). One needs to see these results
in the context of the protests of June 20™, however, which is probably the
point at which the breadth of the demands was larger. A difference of a few
days in the administration of the surveys might have changed the results
quite substantially: even though we cannot directly compare IBOPE’s
survey with any other (since it was conducted in eight state capitals while
the Datafolha surveys were restricted to Sdo Paulo), it is quite interesting
to see that three days earlier (June 17") the Sdo Paulo protesters hardly
mentioned the costs of the World Cup or any issue related to the education
and healthcare systems. At this point, the increase in bus fares was the
most commonly mentioned demand (56%), followed by corruption (40%),
police violence (31%), dissatisfaction with politicians (24%), and better
quality transport (27%) (Datafolha, 2013).

The heterogeneity of demands also reflects the diversity of participants.
While at the start it was clear that the demands were associated with a left-
wing agenda (the MPL itselfrecognizes and it is well-known that many of its
members are part of far left-wing groups), the magnification of the protests
turned them into what Singer (2013: 34) defines as a “political rainbow.” For
members of the MPL and several analysts/academics, this was part of a
purposive attempt of the media and right-wing sectors to deradicalize the
protests and bring them closer to their own conservative agendas (focused
on corruption inside the PT). It seems to me that, no matter how influential
their role, the enormous amplification of the protests through more orless
decentralized means would almost inevitably lead to a diversification of
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demands, especially considering that, at the time, there were more reso-
nant issues in the country’s political scene than the transportation fare.
Moreover, many of the demands might actually not be as out of context as
it seems if one takes into account that the complaints initially made about
public transportation — overpriced, offering poor service, badly managed
by an oligarchy — are the same for other public services.

In fact, it is interesting to note how the most commonly cited demands
match (or not) what Brazilians perceive as the main problems of the country.
The quality of the health system has been at the top of Brazilians’ major
concerns since 2008. In December 2012, 40 percent of Brazilians ranked it as
the number one problem in the country, way above the second most com-
monly referenced problem (violence and security, indicated by 20 percent).
It is hardly surprising, then, that it appeared as one of the main demands
at one point, together with the quality of the educational system, which
on average ranked as the third biggest source of anxiety from 2008 to 2013
(oscillating between 7 and 13 percent). Interestingly, corruption — which
according to the above-mentioned surveys was the second most prominent
issue in the 2013 protests — was not placed as highly on Brazilians’ list of
concerns, varying between 4 and 7 percent before the protests. Tellingly,
it went from the fifth to the third most often mentioned problem right
after the biggest demonstrations in June. Because the “mensalédo” trial was
taking place beginning in August 2012, the corruption theme was often
on the news and therefore ripe for salience-increasing effects. Moreover,
corruption and inadequate spending in infrastructure for the World Cup
were often closely associated. The latter was a particularly prominent theme
in June 2013 (one year before the World Cup) since the Confederations Cup
(a sort of World Cup rehearsal) took place at the same time as the protests
and transformed the stadiums where matches were being played into an
additional space for protests.

One should, however, be cautious not to overestimate the preciseness and
fragmentation of people’s motivations to join the protests. Almost from the
beginning of the demonstrations, there was a call for people to “come to the
streets” and, particularly after June 13", to show their overall dissatisfaction.
The general feeling was that these were times of change, that it was time
for people to take their own destinies in their hands and therefore come to
the streets, fight for their rights, and build a better country, while sending a
powerful message to political elites. Some of the most popular chants and
banners simply said, “Come to the streets,” “The giant woke up,” “We are out
of Facebook,” “Sorry for the inconvenience, we are changing Brazil,” or “We
closed the streets to open new ways.” Vem pra rua (“Come to the streets”) and
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Figure 3.3 Public perceptions of Brazil’s main problems

March January December 27/28 June

2011 2012 2012 2013
Health 31 39 40 48
Violence/security 16 14 20 10
Education 12 8 1 13
Unemployment 1 9 6 4
Corruption 3 7 4 1

Source: Datafolha. Retrieved from: http://media.folha.uol.com.br/datafolha/2013/07/01/avaliacao-
dilma.pdf

0 gigante acordou (“The giant woke up”) were also two of the most popular
Facebook pages created at the time, with the purpose of publicizing new
protests and keeping “netizens” updated as to what was happening in the
streets. This is to say that the act of protesting in itself - i.e., publicly showing
dissatisfaction — might have been an end in itself for many.

Another important feature of the second stage of the June Journeys was
the general rejection of political parties, a clear symptom of the rejection
of the political class. Although it was possible to spot far left-wing parties
from the beginning, hostility towards the presence of political parties in
the demonstrations grew in the same proportion as the protests. This was
visible not only in the treatment of party militants by some of the protesters
(to the point of flag-burning and physical harassment), but most notably
in the various banners denoting people’s discontentment with politics —

” o«

“without parties,” “no right, no left, I just want to go ahead,” or “parties do
not represent us” were some of the messages often heard. According to an
IBOPE survey, 89 percent of the protesters said they did not feel represented
by any political party (96 percent also declared lack of party affiliation, even
though 61 percent said they were very interested in politics) (IBOPE, 2013).
The occupation of spaces representative of political power — such as the
rooftop of the Brazilian Congress in Brasilia on the 17" of June — is also quite
symbolic in thisregard. The rejection of the political class contrasted heavily
with the nationalist tone that the protest acquired during this stage, both
rhetorically and visually. The constant demonstrations of national senti-
ment, embodied in the widespread presence of Brazilian flags or Brazilian
t-shirts, served to reinforce the media narrative (highly criticized by MPL
members) that there were several types of protesters: the troublemakers
(dressed in black), the partisans (with red flags), and the pacifists/patriots
(carrying the national flag) (Tatagiba, 2014).
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Third stage of the June Journeys

In a third and final stage — roughly corresponding to the last nine days of
June — the number of people on the streets decreased quite significantly,
even though it continued to be much higher than anyone would ever have
expected before the start of the June Journeys. The distinctive feature of
this stage was, besides the declining numbers of people, the fragmentation
of the protest in terms of its targets, which were now quite more specific.
This is the case of the mobilizations (1) against the PEC 37 — a project of
constitutional amendment that would limit the powers of public prosecu-
tors, specifically regarding the diversion of funds — overturned by Congress
on June 25'"; (2) against the legislative project “cura gay” (gay cure) — allowing
psychologists to “treat” homosexuality — also vetoed; (3) denouncing politi-
cal figures who were accused of corruption, such as the president of the
Senate, Renan Calheiros, or the governor of Rio, Sérgio Cabral; (4) as well
as the continuous protests against excessive spending with the World Cup
taking place in the various cities where the Confederations Cup was being
played. Moreover, the protests against the increase in public transport fares
continued in several cities where they had not been revoked yet.

In total, as a result of the wave of mobilizations, more than one hundred
Brazilian cities saw their public transport fares reduced, a major victory
for the MPL and for the June Journeys in general. Although the President
of Brazil was criticized for taking too long to react to the events, Rousseff
handled them with political ability. Playing with the frame “the giant woke
up,” she stated on June 18" “Brazil woke up stronger today. [...] The magni-
tude of the protests attests to the energy of our democracy, to the strength
of the voices in the streets”; “Our government is listening to the voices of
change. We are committed and engaged with social transformation. [...]
People want more and so do we” (Mendes, 2013). In a more elaborate and
longer speech, on June 21%, she promised to take advantage of the strength
of the protests to produce more changes, proposing the elaboration of a
National Plan of Urban Mobility and promising to make use of oil royalties
to fund education. Significantly, the Brazilian Senate approved, on June 26",
a bill that increased the punishment for the crime of corruption, which is
now considered a “heinous crime” (Neri, 2013). On June 24", after meeting
with state governors and the mayors of major cities, Dilma proposed five
“national pacts” — (1) on fiscal responsibility, (2) political reform, (3) health,
(4) transport and (5) education (Ladeira, 2013). One of the most significant
was perhaps the call for a plebiscite on political reform, which intended
to restructure the electoral system as well as the rules for party campaign
financing; Congress, however, has continuously obstructed any significant
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changes in this regard. Advances were produced mostly in the transport
and education fields — with the apparent increase in public funds directed
to both of them — and in the health sector, with the creation of the program
“More Doctors,” increasing the number of health professionals and redirect-
ing them to peripheral and rural areas.

Profile of the protesters

When it comes to the profile of the protesters, surveys clearly show that
young, educated people were overrepresented. As this is the typical profile
of most activists of the MPL, it is hardly surprising that this was the case at
the beginning of the June Journeys. However, once mobilization expanded,
and even though the heterogeneity of the demonstrators increased, this
was still the dominant profile: on June 20™, about 63 percent of protesters
were less than 30 years old, 52 percent were students, and 43 percent had
completed a university degree (only 8 percent had not finished high school,
while the remaining 49 percent had either completed it or were enrolled in
university).5 The extent of educated people’s participation becomes even
more evident when considering that, in 2010, only 8 percent of the Brazilian
population had a university degree (Singer, 2013: 28).

Another characteristic that is frequently mentioned with a mix of as-
tonishment and irony is the predominantly middle-class composition of
the contenders, which raised doubts as to whether they even made use of
public transport. An analysis of their family income suggests, nonetheless,
amore complex picture: 15 percent have alow income (up to two minimum
wages); 30 percent have a family income between two and five minimum
wages; 26 percent get between five and ten minimum wages; and 23 percent
are above ten minimum wages.® Although there is indeed a predominance
of the middle class (equally balanced between lower-middle and upper-
middle class), the presence of the extremes is not marginal, a phenomenon
especially significant when considering that in Brazil protests tend to be
class-specific. Singer (2013: 32) goes so far as to talk about an “intersection
of classes,” although admitting that the sub-proletariat is virtually absent
from the protests. Indeed, if one considers that, in 2010, 65 percent of Brazil-
ians had an income of up to two minimum wages and only 9.2 percent
were above five minimum wages (UOL, 2012), the overrepresentation of
the middle and upper classes appears to be massive. There is, however, a

5  IBOPE —Infographic. www.ibope.com.br/pt-br/conhecimento/Infograficos/PublishingIlm-
ages/infografico_manifestantes4.jpg.
6 The minimum wage in Brazil is now fixed at R$724, the equivalent of €246.
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world apart between the working-class families occupying the lower edge
of the middle-class spectrum and the traditional bourgeoisie on the other
end. Similarly to the left-right cleavage, the variety of demands appears to
run roughly along the class cleavage — according to Ann Mische, those who
have recently edged into the lower end of the middle class “are still feeling
the strain of precarious infrastructure and ragged public services, as well as
general insecurity and mounting urban violence. They want more effective
state administration of services such as transportation, health care and
education” — quite the opposite of the high bourgeoisie, who complained
mostly about “high taxes, corruption, and swollen government spending.
This sector wants less state, not more state” (Mische, 2013).

3.4  The Free Fare Movement (MPL)

Even though the June protests went quite beyond the control of the MPL in
their second stage, it is fairly safe to say that Brazil would not have “woken
up” if it were not for this movement. Even though it has officially existed
since 2005, during June 2013 it gained enormous notoriety. While some of
its members were utterly astounded by the result of their actions, others
insisted that it was the product of the great amount of work they had done
over the years. Indeed, an aspect that was constantly mentioned by mem-
bers of the MPL was the importance, on the one hand, of the “grassroots”
work they had done in schools and neighborhoods (in which they present
and problematize the issue of transportation and insert it in wider debates
connecting capitalism, urbanization, and social rights) and, on the other
hand, the many initiatives of collaboration with other social movements
dealing with issues such as housing, access to healthcare, or workers’ rights.
The articulation with such movements together with its “grassroots work”
seems to account for a large part of the MPL’s initial mobilizing capacity
in the first days of June. In the words of an MPL activist, “in our first act
in June, a lot of faces were known to us, from the innumerous schools,
occupations and other initiatives of the movement, which were not a matter
of dissemination on Facebook but rather of face-to-face contact” (Interview
BRy).

Founded in a plenary session of the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre,
the movement remains faithful to the principle that “another world is pos-
sible.” In particular, it fights for transportation that is, in their own words,
“truly public,” i.e., that attends to the needs of the population and not to
the profit of those who manage it. With an evidently anti-capitalist tone,
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the MPL situates itself among the ensemble of urban social movements
that fight against the urban exclusion of the poor. It campaigns for a “life
without turnstiles” because these are considered to be a discriminatory
physical barrier between those who can pay to circulate in the city and those
who cannot (MPL, 2013a). Putting into evidence that the price of public
transportation is prohibitive for the poorest layers of society, perpetuat-
ing old patterns of social exclusion, the MPL strives for a change in the
general perception of what public transport should be — a right and not a
merchandise — and which purpose it should serve — mobility for everyone.
As its members constantly emphasize, free public transport is a right that
enables other rights since it is needed to access other public services such
as hospitals or schools. In this sense, the “zero fare” (Tarifa Zero) goal is not
an end in itself but a means to ensure mobility and, ultimately, to return
the urban space to the people who cannot make full use of'it.”

The MPLs critique of the public transport system comes at a time of
explosive automobile sales in Brazil, encouraged by the wider availability
of credit and tax breaks to the domestic automobile industry (Saad-Filho
and Morais, 2014: 241). This has led to major traffic gridlocks in large cities,
which were not accompanied by any significant investment in collective
transportation, increasingly in the hands of private initiative. MPLs critique
is therefore not only a matter of having a free and better public transport
but also a plea for a more efficient system of circulation and mobility. This
is a particularly pressing need in a city like Sdo Paulo, where traffic jams
rank among the worst in the world.

In terms of its own structure, the MPL is guided by four basic principles:
(1) autonomy, meaning that it is self-managed and does not accept external
financing; (2) independence from political parties, governmental and non-
governmental organizations, and other institutions; (3) horizontality in
the sense that it is a leaderless movement in which decisions are taken
collectively; and (4) non-partisanship (different from anti-partisanship),
meaning that parties are not allowed to participate in the MPL, while its
individual members (as individuals and not as representatives of the parties)
are.® The various MPL local collectives, spread over several Brazilian cities,
are also independent among themselves (provided that they respect their
charter of principles). According to the movement, the decentralized and
horizontal manner in which it is structured is a way to rehearse a new
type of organization for public transport, the city, and the whole of society

7  “Tarifa Zero.” Retrieved from MPLs website http://saopaulo.mpl.org.br/tarifa-zero/.
8 “Carta de principios.” http://saopaulo.mpl.org.br/apresentacao/carta-de-principios/.
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(MPL, 2013b). Its project is therefore clearly inspired by libertarian socialist
ideals and so are its methods: the MPL privileges “direct action,” i.e., to
make politics by taking to the streets rather than using institutionalized
settings. The city is not only seen as a goal, but it is also used as a weapon of
disruption: knowing that the blockage of a street is enough to compromise
its whole circulation, the MPL takes special advantage of this tactic, usually
burning tires and turnstiles so as to halt traffic.

Knowing that the “zero fare” is an ambitious goal, the MPL also sets short-
term priorities — such as the revocation of fare increases — while at the same
time gaining enough visibility to promote its long-term goal. As one member
put it, while a few years ago everyone would say they were insane, nowadays
the idea of free public transport is out there, being debated in the media and
civil society (Roda Viva, 2013): “The viability of the ‘zero fare’ was never as
discussed as today; there is a proposal for a constitutional amendment that
includes transport as a social right and there’s more and more groups and
movements fighting to improve this sector” (Interview BR8). The fact that
the MPL chooses to focus solely on the transport issue, and not on the many
other ways through which social exclusion is perpetuated, is perhaps part
ofthe tactic to be a “concrete utopian.” This is an opinion apparently shared
by the renowned philosopher Vladimir Safatle, who states that “instead of
presenting general proposals such as the end of capitalism, the MPL opts to
touch upon one specific symptom that shows the irrationality of the entire
system” (Weiner, 2014b). After all, free public transport would mean much
more than that. MPL activists know better than anyone else that to achieve
a “zero fare” would be to successfully subvert the current mercantile system
and to privilege a different set of values, opening the way for the extension
of similar demands to other public services.

3.5  Atentative explanation of the giant’s awakening

The spark that started the fire

A detailed overview of the June Journeys shows that the tactics of the MPL,
followed by excessive police repression, were the key precipitating events
that transformed what appears as a large dose oflatent discontentment into
one of the biggest waves of protest Brazil has ever experienced. One aspect
that everyone seems to agree upon (interviewees and analysts alike) is that
the fare increase and related protests were only the straw that broke the
camel’s back. In other words, the various reasons for people’s discontentment
were mostly not new. The levels of disruptiveness reached during the first
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demonstrations and the images of disproportionate repression — hardly ever
seen in the main streets of Sdo Paulo — ignited and added to people’s sense
of dissatisfaction. The next demonstrations (scheduled ahead by the MPL)
provided a window of opportunity for hundreds of thousands to show their
solidarity with the movement and publicly display their dissatisfaction too.
In other words, while many of the grievances were not new, the actions of
the MPL provided the masses with an appropriate setting to publicly express
them, showing that the streets are a privileged space for voicing. Scheduling
the next protest for the 17 of June — four days after the events of June 13"
— was strategic in giving people and social and traditional media the time
to prepare for the next demonstration. Police violence was key in increasing
the salience of people’s grievances and convincing hundreds of thousands
to join a movement that suddenly was not all about violence but a victim of
violence. In this regard, the composition of the people affected by violence
and the space in which it took place significantly contributed to produce
the shock waves that reverberated through Brazil's society. In addition, the
development of “digitally enabled action networks” contributed to expand
the basis of participation way beyond the initial MPL network, enabling the
involvement of many who had never participated in protests before and
who benefited from great freedom in the choice of targets and issues. The
feeling that it was finally time for people to come to the streets and show
political elites that the masses are “awake” and dissatisfied might do the rest
in explaining the continuous growth of the protests during their second stage.

In addition to this, there are two temporal events in June 2013 that might
have made a difference in attracting people to the streets. The first was the
beginning of the Confederations Cup, opening the cycle of mega-sporting
events in Brazil. In fact, the first game of the Cup was played only two days
after the brutal events of June 13" and, even though on a smaller scale than
the latter, the use of flash bombs and tear gas also injured dozens of people
who protested outside the stadium against World Cup expenditures. This
might have contributed to increase the sentiment of popular anger that
would explode from the 17" onwards. Moreover, and even though there
were already civil society groups doing an important job in monitoring
public spending and denouncing abuses in World Cup-related works, the
outset of the mega-events gave these issues a new visibility. As one famous
Brazilian journalist points out, the magnitude of the stadiums that were
being built and inaugurated at the time caused a big impression on people
(Weiner, 2014a).

The second event that is impossible to miss when it comes to the timing
of the Brazilian June Journeys is the fact that they started only a few days
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after the onset of the Taksim Gezi Park protests in Turkey. Although I do
not intend to establish a direct causal link between the two — it is fair to say
that the MPL would have protested against the fare increase anyway — it
is possible that the uprising in Turkey has encouraged and strengthened
mobilization in Brazil or, using academic jargon, it might have resonated.
This is the opinion of the political scientist Pedro Arruda, who asserted
that “the Arab Spring and the events in Turkey stimulated the imaginary
of young people” (Sobrinho and Peixoto, 2013). Banners stating “Turkey is
here” or “Brazil will become another Turkey” could indeed be spotted during
the protests. The MPL itself writes that these revolts provided a source of
inspiration for its fight, which is visible in one of its chants: “if even Mubarak
fell, there won't be a fare that won't fall” (MPL, 2013b).

This, in my opinion, is a more accurate story than any account social
movement theories could back up. When looking at the conditions of the
political environment at the time, they all seem contrary to the predic-
tions of the political opportunity structure model since there were not any
significant changes in institutional openness, elite divisions, or availability
ofallies. Ifanything, the political system was seen as closed and, rather than
seeking allies, the protesters tried to distance themselves from traditional
means of representation. The one dimension of the political process model
that has unquestionably played a role in the June Journeys is the one refer-
ring to the expansion or contraction of opportunities as a result of changes
in the repressive apparatus of the state. But even here, the literature is not
entirely clear when it comes to the effects of repression on mobilization
since there are contradictory empirical examples (the so-called “repression/
protest” paradox). Brazil’s case, however, clearly belongs to the category in
which large-scale and indiscriminate repression ended up backfiring, which
is only natural when looking at its context. In a democratic state in which
the masses are aware that further repression will only damage the image of
the police and the government, people did not fear expressing their outrage.

As for the resource mobilization theoretical approach, the Brazilian case
adds to the list of examples providing evidence that traditional mobilizing
resources —such as money, activists, or organization — need no longer play a
central role, and what Bennett and Segerberg (2012) termed “connective ac-
tion” is replacing traditional forms of collective action. Social media — with
all their advantages in terms of organization, personalization, inclusiveness,
and flexibility — proved to be a powerful mobilizing resource, particularly
when the protests transitioned from the first to the second stage. The initial
capacity of mobilization of the MPL is already astounding given that it is
a resource-poor organization, with no more than a few dozen activists.



BRAZIL'S POPULAR AWAKENING - JUNE 2013 81

Moreover, as Roman (2013: 17) has pointed out, it is remarkable that “Brazil
has unions and social movements of impressive strength in both organiza-
tion and membership size whose efforts at mass mobilization have never
managed to reach such a scale.”

Last but not least, in terms of social movement theory, Roman (2013)
argues that the use of universalistic frames (compatible with conditions of
weak political polarization) was crucial for the growth of the movement.
While it is hard to deny that the catch-all appeal of the anti-politics or anti-
corruption frames might have contributed to attract such large numbers, it
is also hard to argue for a causal effect. Looking attentively at the events, the
extension of the range of demands comes together with the increase in the
number of protesters, rather than preceding it. In addition, none of the issues
in vogue was particularly new; demonstrations on corruption issues, the use
of public money, or the quality of public services are not exactly a novelty
in Brazil's protest scene. In other words, there were previous instances in
which those same frames were used and yet did not metamorphose into a
mass movement.

Why was the prairie ready to burn?

All that has been mentioned so far tells us only about the timing of mobi-
lization, i.e., about the reasons why Brazilian’s latent discontentment had
suddenly and so powerfully come to the surface in June 2013. It tells us little,
however, about where all the discontentment came from. In other words,
and to paraphrase a famous analogy, even though a spark can start a fire,
it cannot explain it; the explanation must lie in the conditions in which the
spark found the prairie. Why, then, was the prairie ready to burn?

A review of the already quite burgeoning literature on the issue points
to one deeper explanation, based on a perceived gap between the state
and society — i.e., a disconnection between political structures and the
people they allegedly represent, anchored on the commonly held idea
that political parties are more concerned with looking after themselves
than with society as a whole (Nogueira, 2013; Nobre, 2013; Saad-Filho and
Morais, 2014). Marcelo Nobre (2013), a philosopher and professor at the
State University of Campinas, sees the protests as a revolt for the opening
of channels between society and the political system, which he describes
as having become more and more blind to popular demands over the
years. For Werneck Vianna, a Brazilian political scientist, the practice of
“coalition presidentialism” is to be blamed — the constant give-and-take
among parties, with the constitution of alliances regardless of ideological
background, deprives them from legitimacy and depletes representation;
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in addition, social movements were coopted and are mostly absent from
the streets, leaving people without channels of expression (as cited in Silva,
2013). The idea of a representation crisis is far from new in political science
and Brazil, despite having a president with surprising levels of popularity
(prior to the protests), does not escape this rule. Trust in the Congress and
in political parties is generally very low (Datafolha, 2012). The fact that
89 percent of the protesters say they do not feel represented by parties is
illustrative in this regard.

The sociologist Marco Aurélio Nogueira (2013) agrees that the protests
revealed people’s exhaustion concerning the way politics is exercised and
adds that they reflect not only a failure in representation but also several
shortcomings in governmental policies, which did not manage to produce
the expected changes in the delivery of public goods. This goes in the direc-
tion of the previously mentioned argument that improvements in people’s
income were not accompanied by a similar development in public services
and infrastructure, which continue to be underdeveloped in a country that
claims to be developing extraordinarily fast. This is sometimes framed as
the “rising expectations” problem, i.e., as a country does better in economic
and social terms, people’s expectations grow faster than the state capacity
to satisfy them, particularly in a context of economic slowdown that “has
created the impression that the cycle of prosperity which started with Lula
has become exhausted” (Saad-Filho and Morais, 2014: 240). This argument
is not new in the social movement literature and can be traced back to Toc-
queville’s analysis of the French Revolution, the strongholds of which were
precisely those regions with the greatest improvements in living standards
(Gurney and Tierney, 1982). For John Burdick, rising incomes and higher
expectations are intimately linked via a substantial tax burden. In other
words, as people’sincomes increase, so does the considerable tax burden and
therefore the sense of rightful entitlement to better public services (Burdick,
2013). While I do not wish to go as far as to say that protesters rationally
weighed expectations against their personal or the country’s economic
situation, frustrated expectations about what political institutions provide
are very much what the idea of a political representation crisis is all about.

3.6 Conclusion
One of the most commonly heard catchphrases at the height of the June

Journeyswas, “it is not only for $20.” Indeed, it was not. The wave of mobiliza-
tions that swept the entire country resulted not only in the reduction of
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public transport fares but also in the denunciation of countless other issues,
pressing public authorities to quickly react to the voices of the streets.
Catching them by surprise, the June events reminded the political class of
the mobilizing power of the people in a way that had not happened in Brazil
since 1992, imposing a new power relationship between state and society.

Protests against the fare increase — strategically organized in the heart
of Sdo Paulo during consecutive days — and the disproportionate response
of the police provoked a significant change in media coverage and led to
increasing calls for people to join the protests and to help “change Brazil.”
Social media networks were key in spreading such calls and took over the
role of MPL as the main mobilizing resource. Whereas the poor quality of
public services and the mismanagement of public resources are far from
novelties in Brazil, the organization of such protests and the increase in the
number of calls to join them granted an invariable opportunity for many
to (re)discover the potential of the streets.

While some show disappointment with the little concrete changes that
the June Journeys have produced and with the rapidly declining number
of people on the streets right after the events, others are unanimous when
it comes to its most important legacy: Brazilians “woke up” and recovered
the capacity to get outraged and involved in politics. Long-standing activ-
ists are unanimous in highlighting that the culture of social mobilization
has gained a new impetus, both in numbers and in form — as it is more
common and accepted to occupy central places in the city and to organize
autonomously from unions or parties. Indeed, June did not end in June.
Instead, it signaled the beginning of a new cycle of contention in Brazil.
It not only propelled a series of specific protests in its aftermath — such
as the mobilizations of the Homeless Workers Movement or the strikes of
waste collectors, road transport operators, and others, giving them more
visibility in the media and in politics. It is also fairly safe to say that the
mass protests of 2015 — asking for the resignation of Dilma Rousseff and
protesting against the corruption scandals that, once again, engulfed her
party — would hardly have happened had Brazilians not rediscovered the
power of the streets in June 2013.

All of this is symptomatic of an undergoing change in the Brazilian social
movement scene, no longer dominated by the leftist project built up by the
PT but disputed by new actors that have no faith in the latter and individuals
who, since June 2013, see the streets as an effective source of public pressure.
Despite the PT having won the 2014 presidential elections (by a very small
margin), Brazil had not witnessed such an aggressive and polarized electoral
campaign since 1989, with the theme of “change” at its very center. Similarly,
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Brazil has experienced unprecedented levels of polarization at the societal
level since 2013. These reached extraordinary dimensions when, on top of
the political crisis provoked by the Petrobras scandal, Brazil fell into a deep
economic recession in 2015, with Rousseff reaching rock-bottom levels of
popularity. In sum, June not only transformed the 2013 autumn/winter
into one of the hottest months of Brazil's history, but has also contributed
to warming up its social and political scene ever since.

List of interviews

BR1 Photojournalist — coverage of the protests. September 19, 2014

BR2 No affiliation — regular participation in the protests.
October 6, 2014

BR3 Movimento Passe Livre. October 6, 2014

BR4 Movimento Passe Livre. November 13, 2014

BRj5 Scholar, specialist in participatory democracy. Novem-
ber 14, 2014

BR6 Scholar, specialist in media, deliberation and participa-
tion. November 15, 2014

BR7 No affiliation — regular participation in the protests.
November 26, 2014

BRS8 Movimento Passe Livre. November 26, 2014

BRg Férum de Lutas Contra o Aumento da Passagem.
November 27, 2014

BRio Férum de Lutas Contra o Aumento da Passagem.
November 27, 2014

BR11 No affiliation — regular participation in the protests.
November 28, 2014

BRi12 Unifo da Juventude Comunista. December 17, 2014

BR13 No affiliation — regular participation in the protests.

January 25, 2015
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Making sense of “La Salida”
Challenging left-wing control in Venezuela'

Juan Masullo

Abstract

In the first half of 2014, Venezuela went through one of the most conten-
tious periods in its recent history, a disruptive event only comparable with
the 1989 Caracazo and the 2002 Coup. After several electoral setbacks,
one flank of an increasingly divided opposition took to the streets, under
the banner of La Salida (which means both “the exit” and “the solution”),
to call on left-wing President Nicolds Maduro to resign. What began as a
peaceful protest in early February quickly turned violent: 3,306 protestors
were detained, 973 injured, and 42 killed in the short period between
February and June. However, despite a huge number of newspaper articles,
op-eds, and blogs dealing with various aspects of this wave, little scholarly
work has analyzed it. This chapter therefore aims to provide a balanced
descriptive account of these events and to offer some initial analyses
to make sense of them. The chapter deals with some of the elemental
questions that students of contentious politics typically pose and uses
some of its conceptual tools in order to improve the understanding of La
Salida. To do so, it builds on a large amount of primary and secondary
material published in newspapers and blogs, data collected by different

organizations, and personal interviews with activists and scholars.

Keywords: La Salida, Maduro, Venezuela, 2014 protest, MUD, Lépez
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41 Introduction
The context

Cuando el 19 de abril Nicolds Maduro juraba como el primer presidente chavista de
la historia, se abria en Venezuela una nueva etapa.

Mariano Fraschini, 2014, Le Monde

The date of March 5, 2013, is one that Venezuelans are unlikely to ever
forget. On this day, after 14 years in power, Hugo Rafael Chavez Frias died
of cancer in a military hospital in Caracas. A month after his death, on the
14" of April, presidential elections were held to fill Chavez’s empty seat.
Nicolas Maduro, Chéavez’s long-serving foreign minister who had assumed
the interim presidency since his death, ran as his hand-picked successor.”
In the closest presidential elections Venezuelans had seen since the late
1960s, Maduro was elected president of the Bolivarian Republic: only a1.59
percentage point margin (234,935 votes) gave him a victory over a strong
opponent, Henrique Capriles Radonski, the representative of the more
moderate line of the umbrella opposition group, the Table for Democratic
Unity (MUD).3

It was not the first time that Capriles had lost a presidential election: on
October 7,2012, he had lost against Chévez. While on that occasion Capriles
promptly conceded defeat to Chavez and acknowledged the electoral out-
come, in 2013 he and his campaign team refused to accept the electronic
vote tally and demanded that the electoral authority open all the boxes
and count the paper ballots one by one. Inviting his supporters to protest,
Capriles tweeted right after the results become public: “Until every vote is
counted, Venezuela has an illegitimate president and we denounce that to
the world.” Although he called the demonstration off shortly thereafter due
to security concerns and instead invited people to nightly cacerolazos,*

2 Maduro, a former bus driver and union activist, rose through the ranks of Chavismo. He
was elected to the National Assembly in 2000, became its speaker in 2005, and was appointed
foreign minister in 2006. He held that post until Chavez named him vice president. When Chavez
died, he became the interim president.

3 Official data from the National Electoral Council (CNE) www.cne.gov.ve/web/sala_prensa/
noticia_detallada.php?id=3165. This difference, according to the Carter Center, was even smaller:
1.49 percentage points and 224.268 votes (The Carter Center, 2014).

4 Cacerolazo is a form of popular protest that consists in banging pots and pans in order to
call the attention of others. It has been widely practiced not only in Venezuela, but also in several
Latin American countries, Argentina being a remarkable example.
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several protestors in various cities took to the streets. The demonstrations
became violent and, according to the authorities, more than seventy people
were arrested and nine died (see Ore, 2013). However, although these events
are interesting in their own right, they simply provide the background to
the protest wave examined in detail in this chapter: La Salida.

This new cycle began almost a year later, in early February 2014, when a
new wave of protest erupted in the country. It was again an anti-government
(anti-Maduro) protest, but this time it was carefully organized and led by
two political figures representing the hard line of the MUD, Leopoldo Lépez
and Maria Corina Machado, and it was set up without Capriles’s consent.
The event immediately preceding and triggering this wave was, once again,
an electoral setback for the MUD: in December 2013, Maduro’s party won the
municipal elections, and this time the margin was considerably larger than
that of the presidential elections held in April. These results, which were
portrayed as a plebiscite on Maduro by the opposition, sent a blunt mes-
sage to the opposition: they showed that Maduro indeed had considerable
support among the electorate and gave legitimacy to the April presidential
elections, which had never been recognized by Capriles.s

This situation fed already existing divisions within the MUD. The
Capriles line not only ended up accepting the December defeat, but also,
in January, began to coordinate joint strategies in the area of security with
the Maduro government. The two politicians even shook hands — some-
thing unexpected and unprecedented. However, while Capriles showed
himself willing to accept Maduro’s victory and to cooperate with him in
some domains, Lopez — a hardliner — was determined not to wait until the
next elections to beat Maduro. As noted by Alejandro Velasco, Professor
of History at New York University and a Venezuela specialist, “while the
electoral lapse served as an incentive to moderation among some [Capriles’s
line], it also catalyzed the frustration of radical sectors already primed to
distrust both the government and the moderate opposition [Lopez’s line]”
(Velasco, 2014b). This deepened division was clearly reflected in the fact
that Capriles never gave his assent to the February demonstrations and did
not support Lopez in La Salida.

5 By June 2013, a full audit had already revealed 99.98 percent consistency between the
electronic results produced by the voting machines and the paper receipts produced by the same
machines. Moreover, in September a final audit implemented by the CNE had confirmed that
there were no voting incidents that could have affected the electoral outcome. The fingerprint
audit identified 10,726 votes that were potentially duplicitous, a fraction that could have not
altered the election results (see the electoral report by The Carter Center, 2014).
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The 2014 cycle
Venezuelans are far from being strangers to contentious politics. However,
when it comes to protest, the year of 2014 had no precedents in the country’s
recent history. As Velasco (2015) noted, the events of 2014 are remarkable even
against a history of over fifteen years of coups, counter-coups, devastating
strikes, media wars, and street demonstrations and protests characterized
by the deep divisions between Chavez’s supporters and opponents. This
assertion is backed by hard data. The Venezuelan Observatory of Social
Conflict (OVCS), a center monitoring protest events throughout the country
on a daily basis, recorded 9,286 protests in 2014 (an average of 26 protest
events per day). This represents a 111 percent increase relative to the previous
year. If these data are disaggregated further, it can be observed that the bulk
of these events took place during the first part of the year, the period in
which La Salida unfolded, and particularly in the months of February and
March: 6,369 events were recorded for the first semester of 2014 (an average
of 35 protest events per day) (see Figures 4.1 and 4.2). Moreover, in terms of
repression and violence, this cycle was equally atypical. Bearing in mind
Venezuela’s recent history, the levels of violence observed in the streets are
only comparable to the Caracazo that took place in 1989 and to the 2002
Coup. David Smilde, professor of social relations at Tulane University and a
Venezuela expert, reported from Caracas in March, while the events were
still unfolding, that there had not been a single day in the past month and
a halfwithout a protest. He described the situation as “the biggest conflict,
the biggest sort of convulsion in Venezuela for about 10 years.”
Everything started in the most unexpected place in Venezuela: Margarita
Island. On February 2", a small group of opposition demonstrators protested
against the Maduro government and its links to Cuba in front of the 5-star
Hotel Venetur, where the Cuban baseball team was staying to play the “Serie
del Caribe” (El Nacional, 2014). Although their demonstration seemed to
be quite contained, the government detained seven of the demonstrators,
claiming that they had attacked some players.” Two days later, students
from the Experimental University in San Cristobal, in the western border
state of Tachira, began protesting against the sexual assault of a female
classmate. The protest was repressed, and several students were detained.
In response, students from other universities around the country, starting
in Merida — the largest student center in Western Venezuela — took to the

6 Interview in Worldview (WBEZ).
7  Twomembers of the opposition party Voluntad Popular, led by Leopoldo Lopez, were among
the detained.
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Figure 4.1 Protest events per month, 2014
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streets to call for the release of all of these detainees. These protests were
also repressed and further detentions were made.

Lépez and Machado took advantage of this momentum. They capitalized
on the wave of protest — set in motion by the student movement — and
called for new demonstrations under the banner of “La Salida” (which in
Spanish means both “exit” and “solution”). The opposition asked for nothing
less than Maduro’s resignation. The mobilizing efforts of Lopez-Machado,
plus the anger generated by the violent response of the government to the
previous protest events, helped the wave grow bigger and spread all over the
country. On February12'", Venezuela’s National Youth Day, the protest wave
reached its peak. Thousands of Maduro’s opponents met in Plaza Venezuela,
in downtown Caracas, to call for the release of all the detainees and to
express their open and radical rejection of the government. At the same
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Figure 4.2 Protest events per semester, 2012-2014
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time, in another eighteen cities people took to the streets. The slogans were
explicitly anti-government: “And we don’t feel like having a dictatorship like
that of Cuba” (Y no nos da la gana, una dictadura igualita a la cubana) and
“It will fall, it will fall, this government will fall” (Yva a caer, yva a caer, este
gobiernova a caer). What started as a peaceful protest ended in vandalism
and violence. The death toll surpassed 40, and thousands were arrested.
These events raise many questions about contentious politics in Ven-
ezuela. However, despite a huge number of newspaper articles, op-eds, and
blogs dealing with different aspects of this wave, little scholarly work has
been done to answer these questions to date. My aim in this chapter is there-
fore to provide a balanced account of these events and to offer some initial
analyses to make sense of this complex contentious event. The chapter deals
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with some of the elemental questions that students of contentious politics
typically pose and uses some of its conceptual tools in order to improve
the understanding of what has been one of the most disruptive political
events to hit Venezuela. To do so, I build on a large amount of primary and
secondary material published in newspapers and blogs, data collected by
various organizations, and personal interviews with activists and scholars.

Like other chapters in this volume, this chapter deals with contentious
politics in times of crisis. However, it has the particularity of dealing
with collective reactions to the advancement of a socialist project that
developed during the so-called neoliberal era in Latin America, while the
focus of the other chapters is mostly on protest behavior against features
of late neoliberalism. Building on Kerbo (1982), della Porta notes in the
introduction to this volume that protest that develops in times of crisis (as
compared to protest in times of abundance) is triggered more by threats
than by opportunities. This is what we actually observed in Venezuela: an
important sector of society mobilizing against a socialist regime that they
see as threatening, a political project from which they feel excluded and
under which they feel their “everyday life is challenged.”

The structure of the chapter is defined by the three main questions it
addresses. In the next section, Why did people take to the streets?, I explore
the main grievances that the media cited as driving people into the streets
and argue that as the events unfolded there was a shift from social and
economic claims that affect the bulk of Venezuelan society, to claims for
political and civic liberties that affect a more restricted subgroup of the
population. In the third section, Who took to the streets?, I advance some
ideas to solve the puzzle of why those who are likely to be most affected by
the current social and economic crisis in Venezuela were precisely those
who mobilized the least. In the fourth section, Why did violence erupt within
an otherwise peaceful wave of protest?, 1 focus on trying to understand Ma-
duro’s repressive response, while making clear that violence did not result
only from a desperate government obsessed with maintaining its hold on
power no matter the cost, but also from the various actors involved and
claimed victims from different sides.

4.2 Why did people take to the streets?
Multiple grievances seem to have been at the base of the 2014 mobilizations

in Venezuela. Among a heterogeneous and sometimes very wide list of griev-
ances, insecurity, mainly in the cities, and declining economic performance
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—reflected mostly in high levels of inflation and a shortage of first necessity
items — can be identified as the most salient. However, these grievances
spurred some initial demonstrations that amounted to a protest ultimately
focused on the lack oflegitimacy of Maduro’s government and aiming, as the
La Salida slogan indicated, at nothing less than making him resign. With
this shift in focus, I suggest that two important transformations took place:
(i) what began as a student protest where the main protagonist was the
student movement became a wider middle-class protest organized by the
radical sector of the MUD, led by Lopez and Machado; (ii) what began as a
protest demanding that the government take measures to improve security
became a protest over civil and political rights against the government. As
we will see in the next section, it is arguable that this shift had an important
impact on the social composition of those who participated in the protests.

The main grievances before the shift

Insecurity

The recognition of an urgent need to address the country’s acute security
problem is one of the few issues on which the government and the opposi-
tion had agreed. Following the highly mediatized murder in January 2014
of ex-Miss Venezuela Moénica Spear and her husband while driving back
into Caracas after their December holiday, Maduro and Capriles agreed to
work together to fight insecurity. The opposition leader openly said, “Let’s
put aside the differences we have in politics and unite as one force to win
the fight against violence” (cited in Vargas, 2014).?

The insecurity problem clearly goes far beyond the more visible case of
Spear. Although it is not easy to come by reliable statistics, data from both
national and international institutions show that, to take one indicator,
homicide levels are comparably high and have been increasing recently
(see Figures 4.3 and 4.4). A 2013 UNODC global study on homicide shows
that Venezuela is the only country in South America with a consistently
increasing homicide rate since the mid-1990s (UNODC 2014, 33). According
to this institution’s data, the year before the protests erupted, Venezuela
ranked as the 5™ most dangerous country in the world. The Venezuelan
Violence Observatory (OVV), a Caracas-based NGO made up of researchers
from seven universities in the country, estimated that the country closed

8 Itwason thisoccasion that Maduro and Capriles shook hands, fueling the divide that already
existed within the opposition and pushing Lépez and Machado to call on people to take to the
streets.
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Figure 4.3 Homicide rate, 2000-2012
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the year 2013 with almost 25,000 killings and a murder rate of 79 deaths per
100,000 inhabitants. Although this violence is mostly concentrated in big
cities, in 2013 the increase was steeper in small and medium-size cities (OVY,
2013). Along with these alarmingly high levels of violence, impunity is also
worrying: according to Martinez (2014), only 8 percent of the homicides are
solved in the country, and many are not even investigated.

This situation, as would be expected, translates into deep feelings of
poor personal security. According to Gallup survey data, during the year
before the protest events, Venezuelans reported the lowest levels of personal
security in the world. In their Law and Order Index, which is built on survey
responses to item questions of confidence in local police, feelings of per-
sonal safety, and self-reported incidence of theft, Venezuela scored 41 (on a
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Figure 4.4 Total homicides, 2000-2012
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o to 100 scale, where 100 represents the highest level of personal security).?
Only 19 percent of Venezuelan adults felt safe walking alone at night in the
city or area where they lived, only 26 percent expressed confidence in the
police, and 22 percent reported that money had been stolen from them or
another household member in the last twelve months.

Not surprisingly, then, security was a central issue at stake in one of the
first events that gave rise to the cycle of protest under analysis. Students

9 Just to have a point of reference, Colombia, a country facing a civil war, scored 60 and
Mexico, a country facing acute drug-related violence and where the sense of insecurity has been
substantially increasing in the last years, scored 59. The score by World Region for Europe in
the same year was 77.
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protesting in Tachira over a case of sexual harassment against a female
colleague framed the incident as an indicator of the generally poor level of
personal security. Although to the best of my knowledge there are no on-site
surveys to document the salience of insecurity as a driver to participa-
tion among protestors, several narratives, images, and interviews with
demonstrators reveal that insecurity, at least at the very beginning of the
cycle (in fact, before La Salida was formally launched), was one of the main
issues protestors voiced. However, as the protests broke out only a short
while after Maduro took office, there is little evidence as to whether the
security situation worsened after his election (compare to the time when
Chavez was in office).”

Rampant inflation and severe shortages

The opposition, as well as many of what Velasco (2014b) calls the “middle-of-
the-road chavistas” (i.e. people whose support for the government is based
more on performance than on ideology), have long and openly complained
about the country’s economic performance. The central issues in this regard
have been rampant inflation and shortages of staple goods. According to
both World Bank and Trading Economics measures, with inflation numbers
close to 50 in the year when the protests began, Venezuela stood as the
country with the world’s highest level of inflation, followed by Sudan, with
29.9. This number is not only alarmingly high in itself, but represents a
sharp increase compared to 2012, when inflation stood around 14, and the
highest peak reached in the last decade (see Figure 4.5).

In addition to soaring consumer prices, Venezuelans have been experi-
encing constant shortages of staple goods. In an attempt to slow inflation,
the government has set prices for many goods, and this has led to even
higher levels of scarcity. In today’s Venezuela, those who are obliged to
purchase goods at controlled prices (mostly the popular sectors) have to
waitinlonglines in supermarkets several times a week (to buy one product
a day), always provided, of course, that the desired goods are available
(Smilde, 2015).

In a country that earned 8oobn USD in oil revenues in the twelve years
after 2000, itis hard to understand this economic situation. This paradox has
contributed in no small way to encouraging protestors to take to the streets
and call for change. The words of opposition leader Capriles capture well the
outrage poor economic performance generates among many Venezuelans:

10 A survey conducted by Datanalisis in March 2014, which was shared confidentially by one
of my interviewees, shows a considerable decline in insecurity since Maduro took office.
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Figure 4.5 Inflation, 2000-2014
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“You don’t have soap to wash. A country with the biggest bonanza in his-
tory and today we have the highest inflation in the world and shortages
everywhere” (cited in Usborne, 2015).

While opposition leaders claim that economic problems show the limits
and consequences of the state-led economic model pioneered by Chavez,
Maduro describes the soaring inflation as the result of an “economic war” led
by the opposition and supported by ideological adversaries in Washington.
Asinthe case of insecurity, it is hard to tell whether the situation has wors-
ened during Maduro’s initial months in office. However, the demonstrators
in the events leading to the 12F (12 February) and the La Salida protestors
made reference to poor economic performance as a central grievance and
a reason legitimizing their call for Maduro to resign.
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The shift towards civic and political liberties and Maduro’s legitimacy

While most citizens remain upset with food shortages and inflation rates, many of
the opposition protestors have focused instead on civil liberties.

(Gill, 2014: 3)

Rone (in this volume) shows us how the contentious events in 2013 in
Bulgaria that led to the resignation of Prime Minister Borisov shifted from
poorer people’s concerns to what the author refers to as issues of the “young,
beautiful, and successful.” Although the starting point in Venezuela was the
student movement, while in Bulgaria it was the point of arrival, both cycles
experienced a shift from a set of grievances that concerned the popular
sectors to one that was the concern, mainly, of the middle classes.

As researchers from the OVCS put it in their annual report, “In 2014 we
registered a protest wave that began in February with young university
students demanding security and rejecting the high levels of criminality
and insecurity in the universities. In the subsequent weeks the demands
expanded to other actors and other rights such as food security, political
participation, right to life, personal freedoms and freedom of expression”
(OVCS, 2015; italics added by the author). As the contentious events un-
folded, with increased government repression and tighter media control, the
initial concerns merged into a more general discourse against the Maduro
government, questioning its legitimacy rather than demanding appropriate
responses to economic or security problems. This is not to say that the Lopez
-Machado agenda was at odds with that of the student movement. More
than conflicting interests, there is an important overlap between these
two groups;” in fact, demographically speaking, the student movement is
heavily dominated by middle- and upper-class people. However, while the
student movement initially highlighted issues of citizen security, this and
other claims related to economic performance were overshadowed by the
La Salida discourse.

This shift from the more concrete social and economic issues that aggra-
vated Venezuelans to a more general and perhaps diffuse anti-government
demonstration resulted from, to a large extent, the workings of the Lopez-
Machado opposition wing. In this reframing, the demonstrations became

11 See“Mérida Manifesto” released on March 2014 by the Junta Patriéica Estudiantil y Popular
(JPEP). In this document the emphasis on individual liberties over issues of social or economic
equality becomes evident. Straightforwardly, the document closes with three blunt words:
“Liberty or Nothing.”
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mostly about civil and political liberties, with two issues at the forefront:
the right to protest, and freedom of the press. The former, resulting from
the repressive measures that the government took since the very first
manifestations in western Venezuela, played a central role in the escalation
from scattered and small protests in some cities to an almost nationwide
demonstration. For many, these initial detentions made manifest that in
Venezuela, people’s right to voice and demand for change in the streets is
highly restricted.

The latter issue, freedom of the press, has been a central issue in Ven-
ezuelan politics for many years, at least since Chavez took office in 1999.
While in power, Chavez established an overt battle against the private
media — a strong enemy of his government — a struggle that, in his view,
was a necessary part of the Revolution. Although the situation has been
misrepresented and overemphasized in several international media outlets,
itis a fact that Chavez maintained tight control of several newspapers and
TV and radio stations. However, during Maduro’s initial months, things
worsened even more. As Munoz (in Smilde et al., 2014) put it in an event
called “Venezuela after Chavez” held at Brown University, while “Chavez
largely played a cat and mouse game with media without killing them off,
he never impeded freedom of press as his successors have done.” Not only
has Maduro’s administration sold off important media outlets for opposition
voices to groups sympathetic to the government, such as Globovision and
Cadena, it has also stimulated self-censorship through threats coming from
the Consejo Nacional de las Telecomunicaciones."

These restrictions to the freedom of the press were made apparent during
the 2014 protest cycle, something that in turn fueled the events further.
Not only during La Salida were groups of journalists seen protesting over
their situation (e.g. the fact that there was no paper on which to print their
newspapers), but the government also placed serious obstacles in the way
of the media to stop them from broadcasting these events. Due to censor-
ship and/or self-censorship, no local media covered the demonstrations
(or at least the violence involved) during the initial weeks. While CNN and
Colombia’s NTN24 covered the evolution of the events for a while, these
outlets were eventually taken off the air and their journalists expelled from
the country (Martinez, 2014; Munoz in Smilde et al., 2014).

To be sure, 12F put Maduro’s legitimacy seriously into question. However,
itis worth noting that by the time the demonstrations took off, Maduro had
considerable support within the governing coalition, and large numbers of

12 Although regularly and openly attacked, these outlets functioned during Chavez’s times.
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Venezuelans stood by him. As mentioned above, only two months before
the peak of the cycle, his party was the clear winner in the municipal elec-
tions of December 2013 — with a substantially wider margin than in the
presidential elections that had taken him to power eight months before.
In light of this, the overshadowing of social and economic issues, and the
centrality of Maduro’s legitimacy in the La Salida discourse, are likely to
have prevented the demonstrations from growing bigger and becoming
more diverse in terms of the profile of the participants. Many Venezuelans,
especially from the popular sectors (see next section) and in line with their
historical tendencies in terms of political behavior (Velasco, 2010; 2015) were
not persuaded to mobilize against a government that had just ratified its
power democratically and in campaigns in which their major concerns
were losing predominance.

4.3  Who took to the streets?

There are many misleading portrayals of those who protested in Venezuela
during the first semester of 2014. Perhaps the government itself was the
main contributor to these misrepresentations, but the opposition certainly
played its part too. Similar to the way in which the PT in Brazil tended to
consider protestors as right-wing (see Mendes, in this volume), President
Maduro rushed to characterize people protesting as “fascists” who wanted
to kill him, and to describe what was going on as a coup d’état harnessed
by a minority (La Prensa, 2014). At the same time, the opposition depicted
these protests as representing the will of the Venezuelan people at large, a
view broadly disseminated by the international media.

Both depictions are misleading. 12F was neither a demonstration orches-
trated by a “fascist minority,” nor an “encompassing protest” (Shalev, 2014)
or “cross-class movement” (Velasco, 2015). At the onset of the 12F cycle, we
observed mainly university students taking to the streets and developing
a protest agenda against insecurity and repression. As the events unfolded
leading to 12F, we observed the most radical sectors of the MUD, led by
Lépez-Machado, tapping into the student movement, capitalizing on these
manifestations of discontent and putting forward a protest agenda to make
Maduro resign.

To the best of my knowledge, there are no on-site protest surveys to help
us identify more accurately the profile of the average protestor. However,
qualitative evidence suggests that the social base of the contentious events
remained largely, although not exclusively, confined to middle-class sectors
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identified with the opposition. While not direct evidence of who partici-
pated, the spatial distribution of the protests in Caracas is telling in terms of
class participation in the events. Given the areas of the Venezuelan capital
where the protests concentrated, it is safe to say that the profile of the people
was upper and middle class: for example, barricades were heavily relegated
to upper-class parts of the city (Interview VZ4). Moreover, this seems not to
be the case for Caracas alone, but for the country as a whole: protests took
place in the 15 or 20 most affluent municipalities of Venezuela.”

To be sure, the fact that there were no protests in barrios or in less afflu-
ent municipalities does not necessarily mean that popular sectors did not
participate. However, area specialists and analysts claim that, beyond the
geographical distribution of the events, the protests in themselves did not
attract the popular sectors of the country. Based on her research on (and
from) the barrios, Rebecca Hanson (2014b), a Venezuela specialist from
the University of Georgia, wrote, “For people [...] on this side of the town
[barrios], these protests have little to do with resolving their problems,
and many believe that they will only make things worse.” In the same vein,
Mariano Fraschini (2014:12) stated: “The neighborhoods where the popular
sectors live were not seduced by the opposition protests and, despite a
difficult socioeconomic context, the Chavista masses were still loyal to
the government.”

Why did people from the popular sectors largely stay out of the
protests?

Conditions were ripe for a cross-class mass movement to challenge a
government showing major signs of weakness (see Velasco, 2015). If we
consider the grievances protestors initially voiced and the media widely
advertised — extreme inflation rates, shortages in necessary goods, and
rampant insecurity — the fact that the poorer sectors of the Venezuelan

13 Interview with David Smilde in CCTC-America, July 2, 2013. Note, however, that Uzcategui
(2014) contradicts this view and argues that this middle-class bias is peculiar to Caracas, since
many popular sectors joined the protests in other states. In addition, Lépez and Watts (2014)
claim that the poor neighborhoods did mobilize, citing the example of Petare in western Caracas.
However, despite the suggestive title (“Venezuela’s poor join protests as turmoil grips Chavez'’s
revolution”) and a quote from a resident of Petare, the article does not present any further
evidence of this. A report by Bajak (2014), showing how members of the student movement
took the “risk” of visiting poor neighborhoods to persuade residents to join the protest via
canvassing methods, reveals that the movement was aware of this disconnection and the lack of
participation by people from these neighborhoods. For example, student leader Alfredo Graffe
of Simon Bolivar University said in an interview that the movement held more than a dozen
informational meetings in working-class districts from late February.
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society stayed out and kept their barrios clean and quiet is puzzling. In fact,
activists from the movement do not understand why this happened and
regret it: “It was frustrating to see that despite the economic situation more
people from the barrios did not join,” recognized one of my interviewees
(Interview VZ3). Although the country’s social and economic crisis is likely
to affect (although to different degrees) every Venezuelan regardless of how
wealthy they are, it is likely to hit the poor especially hard (Neuman, 2014).*
Then, why is that the poorer sectors, including thousands of disenchanted
and disaffected Chavistas, did not take to the streets?

Answering this question is not an easy task. This is particularly so if we
consider that, unlike what some analysts have suggested (see Rodrigues
in Smilde et al., 2014), popular sectors in Venezuela are all but averse to
protesting. While Venezuelans have long protested and demonstrated, since
1999 the street has become a key site of political struggle (Velasco, 2014a).
The OVCS data clearly show that contentious politics was far from dormant
during the years before the 2014 wave: over 5,000 and 4,000 protests were
registered in 2012 and 2013 respectively (OVCS, 2012; 2013). Barrio residents
are no exception: they have protested massively. This sector, perhaps more
than any other in Venezuelan society, has shown that they are willing to
voice their grievances as many times as they deem it necessary. However,
they tend to do so differently from what we observed in the 2014 cycle: they
do not usually protest against the government, but rather demand responses
on specific/concrete issues before the government (Interview VZy).

Thus, the absence of these sectors in the 2014 protests can hardly be
explained by their rejection of protest as a means to challenge demands,
let alone by the blind loyalty of the poorer sectors to a government that has
given them so much. These sectors have fought for a long time to get what
they got and continue to fight to preserve it (Interview VZ4).

Building on available analysis, I propose two reasons that might help us
solve this puzzle:

14 For example, Smilde (2015) explains how a shortage of staple goods is likely to affect the poor
more than the better off: “in contemporary Venezuela you can get a good variety of food if you
have enough money, either by purchasing non-standard goods whose prices are not controlled,
or by purchasing basic goods on the black market. But if you are poor, you are highly dependent
on purchasing basic goods at their controlled prices. Obtaining them, if they are available at all,
requires waiting in lines during multiple supermarket visits per week: today chicken, tomorrow
laundry soap, the next day milk.”

15 One alternative explanation that has been put forward mainly by the opposition is that
people from the popular sectors did not mobilize out of fear of the violence coming from the
colectivos that, allegedly, are in charge of suppressing dissent in Chavista circles (see Bajak, 2014;
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1 Despite pressing economic and social conditions affecting all sectors of
society, concerns that were not within the interest of the popular sectors
dominated the protests.

It is one thing to mobilize for social and economic rights; it is another
to mobilize in the name of civil and political liberties, such as freedom
of protest (connected to the issue of repression) and freedom of speech
(highlighting issues of censorship and self-censorship). Although inflation
and insecurity were the backdrop of the protests, and the main driving force
(especially the latter) of the initial demonstrations in the western state
of Tachira, for 12F the opposition put the emphasis on civil and political
liberties and framed the demonstration as one questioning the legitimacy
of the Maduro government.

Although civic and political rights are certainly important and legitimate
reasons to take to the streets, these issues are less likely to mobilize popular
sectors in Venezuela. While in 2013 most of the protest events focused on is-
sues related to labor, insecurity, shortages, and education and only 6 percent
on “political rights” (OVCS, 2013), in 2014 political demonstrations (specifi-
cally against the Maduro government) constituted the bulk of the events
(4,833, or 52 percent of the total) (see Table 4.1). These issues were further
away from the interests of the popular sectors and proved less appealing as a
mobilizing force. In the words of Maria Pilar Garcia-Guadilla, Pr