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IMMANUEL WALLERSTEIN

NEW REVOLTS AGAINST THE SYSTEM

I coined the term ‘antisystemic movement’ in the 1g70s in order to
have a fermulation that would group together what had, historically and
analytically, been two distinct and in many ways rival kinds of popuiar
movement—those that went under the name ‘social’, and those that
were ‘national’. Social movements were conceived primarily as socialist
parties and trade unions; they sought to further the class struggle within
each state against the bourgeoisie or the employers. National move-
ments were those which fought for the creation of a national state, either
by combining separate political units that were considered to be part of
ocne nation—as, for example, in Italy—or by seceding from states con-
sidered imperial and oppressive by the nationality in question—colonies
in Asia or Africa, for instance. i
Both types of movement emerged as significant, bureaucratic struc-
tures in the second half of the nineteenth century and grew stronger
over time. Both tended to accord their objectives priority over any other
kind of political goal—and, specifically, over the goals of their national
ot social rival. This frequently resulted in severe mutual denunciations.
The two types seldom cooperated politically and, if they did so, tended
to see such cooperation as a temporary tactic, not a basic alliance.
Nonetheless, the history of these movements between 1850 and 1970
reveals a geries of shared features.

* Most socialist and nationalist movements repeatedly proclaimed
themselves to be ‘revolutionary’, that is, to stand for fundamental
transtormations in social relations. It is true that both types usually

IMMANUEL WALLERSTEIN 263

had a wing, sometimes located in 4 separate organization, thgy
argued for a more gradualist approach and therefore eschewed
revolutionary rhetoric. But generally speaking, initially——and often
for many decades—those in power regarded all these movements,
even the milder versions, as threats to their stability, or even to the
very survival of their political structyres.

secondly, at the outset, both variants were politically quite weak and
had to fight an uphill battle merely to exist. They were repressed
or outlawed by their governments, their leaders were arrested and
their members often subjected to systematic violence by the State

or by private forces. Many eatly versions of these movements were
totally destroyed.

Thirdly, over the last three decades of the nineteenth century both
types of movement went through a parallel series of great debates
over strategy that ranged those whose perspectives were ‘state-
oriented’ against those who saw the State ag an intrinsic enemy and
pushed instead for an emphasis on individual transformation. For
the social movement, this was the debate between the Marxists and

the anarchists; for the nationa] movement, that between political and
cultural nationalists.

What happened historically in these debates—and this i the fourth
similarity—was that those holding the ‘state-oriented position won
out. The decisive argument in each case was that the immediate
source of real power was located in the state apparatus and that any
atiernpt to ignore its political centrality was doomed to failure, since
the State would successtully suppress any thrust towards anarchism
or cultural nationalism. In the late nineteenth century, these groups
enunciated a so-called two-step strategy: first gain power within the
State structure; then transform the world. This was as true for the
social as for the national movernents.

_'ﬁ



204 MOVEMENT OF MOVEMENTS

. The ffth common feature is less obvious, but no less real. Socialist
movements often included nationalist rhetoric in their arguments,
while nationalist discourse often had a social component. The result
was a greater blurring of the two positions than their proponents
ever acknowledged. It has frequently been remarked that socialist
movements in Europe often functioned more effectively as a force for
national integration than either conservatives or the State itself; while
the Communist parties that came to power in China, Vietnam and
Cuba were clearly serving as movements of national liberation. There
were two teasons for this. Firstly, the process of mobilization forced
hoth groups to try to draw increasingly broad sectors of the population
into their camps, and widening the scope of their rhetoric was helpful
in this regard. But secondly, the leaders of both movements oftent
recognized subconsciously that they had a shared enemy in the
existing system—and that they therefore had more in commen with
each other than their public pronouncements allowed.

. The processes of popular mobilization deploved by the two kinds
of movement were basically quite similar. Both types started out, in
most countries, as small groups, often composed of a handful of
intellectuals plus a few militants drawn from other strata. Those that
succeeded did so because they were able, by dint of long campaigns
of education and organization, to secure popular bases in concenttic
cdrcles of militants, sympathizers and passive supporters. When
the outer circle of supporters grew large enough for the militants
to operate, in Mao Zedong's phrase, like fish swimming in water,
the movements became serious contenders for political power. We
should, of course, note too that groups calling themselves ‘social-
democratic’ tended to be strong primarily in states located in the core
zones of the world-economy, while those that described themselves
as movements of national liberation generally flourished in the serni-
peripherat and peripheral zones. The latter was largely true of Com-
munist parties as well. The reason seems obvious. Those in weaker
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zones saw that the struggle for equality hinged on their ability to wrest
control of the state structures {rom imperial powers, whether these

f&xercised direct or indirect rule. Those in the core zones were slread
In strong states. To make progress in their struggle for equal; ‘E ¥
needed to wrest power from their own dominant strats, Byt i i ?r
!::ecause these states were strong and wealthy, insunéctinnpremse ’
implausible tactic, and these parties used the electoral route M

T}+1& seventh common feature is that both these movements strupoled
with the tension between ‘revolution’ and ‘reform’ as prime n?. gde

of transformation. Endless discourse has revalved around this d;} ?:S
i both movements—but for both, in the end, it turned out to 1:
based on a misreading of reality. Revolutionaries were not in praciice

very frevoluﬁﬂnar}r, and reformists not always reformist. Certainly
the difference between the two approaches became more and ]I]GI'E"

unizlear as the movements pursued their political trajectories. Revo-
lutionaries had to make many concessions in order to survive lRefcrr*
mists learned that hypothetical legal paths to change wen;: often
firmly blocked in practice and that it required force, or at least the
th.re_ai: of force, to break through the barriers. So-called revolutionary
movements usually came to power as a consequence of the wartime
I.:].ESt["I.lCtiﬂﬂ of the existing autherities rather than through their own
m‘sm{rectiunar}r capacities. As the Bolsheviks were reported to have
iaeud in Rusgia, in 1917, ‘power was lying about in the streets'. Once
installed, the movements sought to stay in power, regardless of how
they had got there; this often required sacrificing militancy, as well
as soiidarity with their counterparts in other countries. The popular
support for these movements wag initially just as great whether they
won by the bullet or by the ballot——~the same dancing in the streets
greeted their accession to power after a long period of struggle.

Finally, both movements had the problem of implementing the two-
step strategy, Omnce ‘stage one’ was compileted, and they had come to
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power, their followers expected them to fulfill the promise of stage
two: transforming the world. What they discovered, if they did not
know it before, was that state power was more limited than they had
thought. Each state was constrained by being part of an interstate
system, in which no one nation's sovereignty was absolute, The
longer they stayed in office, the more they seemed to postpone the
realization of their promises; the cadres of a militant mobilizing
movement became the functionaries of a party in power. Their
social positions were transformed and so, inevitably, were their
individual psychologies. What was known in the Soviet Union as the
Nomenklotura seemed to emerge, in some form, in every state in
which a movement took control—that is, a privileged caste of higher
officials, with more power and more real wealth than the rest of the
population. At the same time, the ordinary workers were enjoined
to toil even harder and sacrifice ever more in the name of national
development. The militant, syndicalist tactics that had been the daily
bread of the social movermnent became ‘counter-revolutionary’, highly

discouraged and usually repressed, once it was in office.

Analysis of the world situation in the 196os reveals these two kinds of
movernents looking more alike than ever. In most countries, they had
completed ‘stage one' of the two-step sirategy, having come to power
practically everywhere. Communist parties riuled over a third of the
world, from the Elbe to the Yalu; national liberation movements were
in office in Asia and Africa, populist movements in Latin America. and
social-democratic movements, or their cousins, In most of the pan-
European world, at least on an alternating basis. They had not, however,
transformed the world.

It was the combination of these factors that underlay a principal tea-
ture of the world revolution of 1968&. The revolutionaries had ditferent
local demands, but shared two fundamental arguments almost every-
where. First of all, they opposed both the hegemony of the United States
and the collusion in this hegemony by the Soviet Union. Secondly, they
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condemned the Old Left as being ‘not part of the solution h
ti-.le. pm.blem’. This second common feature arose out of t}m:-::l t PaI"E.Df
disillusionment of the popular supporters of the traditional antismatssl?e
movements over their actual performance in power. The co ?S_Eﬂlrlt
which they operated did see a certain number of refnrmsw—ussanumzf -
was an increase in educational and health facilities and guaranir E‘rt;
employment. But considerable inequalities remained. Alienatin e
labour had not disappeared; on the contrary, it had increase:gi e a
percelntage of work activity. There was little or no expansion of real ::IaE :
ocratic participation, either at the governmental level or in the v: 11;:
pl.ace: often it was the reverse, On the international scale, these mﬂl'
tries tended to play a very similar role in the world-gystem :m that whﬁ
they had played before, Thus, Cuba had been a sugar-exporting er.:{}ncrl
before the revolution and remained one after it, at least until the den:in .
of .the Soviet Union. In short, not enough had changed. The grievsm-::
Il.llght have altered slightly but they were as real and, generally, as exten-
sive. The populations of these countries were adjured by the m:::vements
11; E;wﬂi E patient, for history was on their side. But their patience
The conclusion that the world’s populations drew from the perform.
ance of the dassical antisystemic movements in POWET Was negative
They ceased to believe that these parties would bring about a gliﬂous;
ﬁ;ltfrfe or a miore egalitarian world and no longer gave them their
1&g1t1mat1-:::11; and having lost confidence in the movements the also
ﬁilthdrew their faith in the State as a mechanism of t['EIlEfDml;'LtiDIIF This
gld not mean _’r.hat large sections of the population would no lcnnge; vote
or such. parties in elections; but it had become a defensive vote, for
lEEEE'I evils, not an affirmation of ideology or expectations. |
. Sm];l 1968, t}.]E*I'E ha§ been a lingering search, nonetheless, for a
etter kind of antisystemic movement—one that would actuaily lead to
a more democratic, egalitarian world, There have been four different
sorts of attempt at this, some of which still continue. The first was the
efflorescence of the multiple Maoisms. From the 1960s until around
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the mid-1970s, there emerged a large number of different, competing
movements, usually small but sometimes impressively large, claiming
to be Maoist; by which they meant that they were somehow inspired by
the example of the Cultural Revolution in China. Essentially, they argued
that the Old Left had failed because it was not preaching the pure doc-
trine of revolution, which they now proposed. But these movements all
fizzled out, for two reasons. Firstly, they quarrelled bitterly among them-
selves as to what the pure doctrine was, and therefore rapidly became
tiny, insulated sectarian groups; or if they were very large, as in India,
they evolved into newer versions of the Old Left movements. Secondly,
and more fundamentally, with the death of Mao Zedong Maoism disinte-
grated in China, and the fount of their inspiration disappeared. Today,
no such movements of any significance exist.
A second, more lasting variety of claimant to antisystemic status was
the new social movements—ithe Greens and other environmentalists,
feminists, the campaigns of racial or ethnic ‘minorities’, such as the
Blacks in the United States or the Beurs in France. These movements
claimed a long history but, in fact, they either became pronument for the
first time in the 1g70s or else re-emerged then, in renewed and more
militant form. They were also stronger in the pan-European world than
in other parts of the world-system. Their common features lay, firstly,
in their vigorous rejection of the Old Left’s two-step strategy, its internal
hierarchies and its priorities—the idea that the needs of women, ‘minort-
Hes' and the environment were secondary and should be addressed “after
the revolution’. And secondly, they were deeply suspicious of the State
and of state-oriented action.

By the 1980s, all these new movements had become divided inter-
nally between what the German Greens called the fundis and the realos.
This turned out to be a replay of the ‘revolutionary versus reformist
debates of the beginning of the twentieth century. The outcome was
that the fundis lost out in every case, and mere or less disappeared.
The victorious reslos increasingly took on the appearance of a species
of social-democratic party, not too different from the classic variety,
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although with more rhetoric about ecology, sexism, racism, or ai]
Today, these movements continue to be significant in -:erta;‘n c fhleE-
but tliley seem little more antisystemic than those of the Oﬁlmimﬁ’
especially since the one lesson the Old Left drew from 1968 w Etf]fl‘
tthf, too, needed to incorporate concerns about ecology, gender Pl
choice and racism into their programmatic statements, | s
| The third type of claimant to antisystemic status has been the human
nghts organizations. Of course some, like Amnesty International exit ::i
priot to 1068, but in general these became a major political fmr"ce c:-ni
m.the 193?15, aided by President Carter's adoption of human-rights ’EEF
mmr,:'rlﬂgfy in dealing with Central America, and the signing of the r )
Helsinki Accord regarding the Communist states of Fast and Cen?r;:;,ﬁl
Eur.ape. Both gave Establishment legitimacy to the numerous organ:
zations that were now addressing civil rights. In the 19go0s, the rf az -
fcacus. on ethnic cleansing, notably in Rwanda and the EaJJ;ans i fl )
considerable public discussion of these issues, T
N The 1.1mnan-right5 organizations claimed to speak in the name of
11::1?11 .sgmety"_ The term itself indicates the strategy: civil sodety is 1?
d:eﬁ.mtl?n not the State, The concept draws upon a nineteenth-centu .
distinction between lg pays légal and le pays réel—between those in DW’-'Y
and ﬂ?f{:se who represent popular senfiment—oposing the questimf hu::;
can avil society close the gap between itself and the State? How r::an it
come to contral the State, or make the State reflect its values? The dist-
mt.:vt;:m szems to assume that the State is currently CDI]H'GHE;i by small
Elr;ﬁ;lgzt lirrc;‘ps, whereas ‘civil society’ consists of the enlightened pop-
These organizations have had an impact in getting some states—
pernaps all—to inflect their policies in the direction of human-rights
concerns; but, in the process, they have come to be more like the
adjuncts of states than their opponents and, on the whole scarcel
S€Em very antisystemic. They have become NGOs, located largély in cnrz
Zones yet seeking to implement their policies in the periphery, where
they have often. been regarded as the agents of their home staté rather



270 MOVEMENT OF MOVEMENTS

fhan its critics. In any case, these organizafions have seldom mobilized
mass support, counting rather on their ability to utilize the power and
position of their elite militants in the core.

The fourth and most recent variant has been the so-called anti-glo-
halization movements—a designation applied not so much by these
movernents themselves as by their opponents. The use of the term by
fhe media scarcely predates its reporting of the protests at the Seattle
WTO meetings in 1999. ‘Globalization’, as the rhetoric of neoliberal
advocates of freeirade goods and capital, had of course become 2
strong force during the 199os. its media focus was the Davos World
Economic Forum, and its institutional implementation was brought
sbout via the Washington Consensus, the policies of the IMF and the
strengthening of the W1O. Seattle was intended ag a key moment in
expanding the role of the WTO and the significant protests, which
actually disrupted its proceedings, took many by surprise. The demon-
ctrators included a large North American contingent, drawn from the
Old Left, trade unions, new movements and anarchist groups. Indeed,
the very fact that the AFL-CIO was ready to be on the same side as
environmmenialist groups in so militant an action was something new,
especially for the Us.

Following Seattle, the continuing series of demonstrations around
the world against intergovernmental meetings ingpired by the neoliberal
agenda led, in turn, to the construction of the World Sccial Forum,
whose initial meetings have been held in Porto Alegre; the second, in
2002, drew over 50,000 delegates from over a thousand organizations.
Since then, there have been a number of regional meetings, preparing

for the 2003 WSE.
The characteristics of this new claimant for the Tole of antisystemic

movement are rather different from those of earlier attempts. First of

sll, the WSF seeks to bring together all the previous types—Old Left,
new movements, human-rights bodies, and others not easily falling
into these categories—and includes groups organized in a strictly local,

regional, national and rransnational fashion. The basis of participation
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s a commion objective—struggle against the socia] {11
:1;{:;::11*3;;51;;1133& ahcornmﬂn respect for each othef: fﬁigﬁtﬁ
e A al;d " Y, the ?SF‘EEEkS to bring together movements from
Yo & Sout_h within a single framework, The onl
yet, is 5110’(%1&1: World is Possible’. Even more stran. I g,
]t: do this @ﬂlnut creating an overall superstrucmreg EA}; Elhl o SEEk*S
; : m;_iy an mt?maﬁnnal coordinating committee, sc.}me ;_i‘}ment 11‘5
i;;];h ;g Eranety of movements and geographic 10:::31:[01:?5 e
e there ' +
that the WSF ETIS'E?;IEHI;SSF I;IE o e £ Old Left movemens
quite mintmal. The . agade, ﬂlus far the complaints have been
o ﬁdel grumbiers question; they do not yet denounce. It
& o , Widely ?rect?-gmzed that this degree of success has be
Pased na gegauve rejection of neoliberalism . as ideology and as msﬁ:j
tona dpsrzz?:;; E[;n}r l;?ve argued that it is essential for the WSF to move
s maigtai etixer, more p{::siﬁve programme. Whether it can
soandsil m ntain Elt.E?El of 11:1:111.'}’ and absence of an overall {inevit-
};f © alrfl cal) structure, is the big question of the next decade
- =cri5is E:E;rguEE elsewhere, the modern world-system is inl struc-
biﬁucaﬁgnj ane zle ave .entelreq an ‘age of transition’—a period of
ot e a0s—then it is clear that the issues confronting
heeysiemic er‘nents pose themselves in a very different fashion
than se of the nineteenth and most of the twentieth centiries. The
o ;-csli :ED ;,;c;;:ior;ented SH':EI'JZE‘.E}' has become irrelevant, which e:-q;lains
A 110 thst Ts@g de.saendants of erstwhile antisystemic
] Dbjecﬁv;: T;Lg orward either long-term or immediate sets of
. Those few who try meet with scepticism from the;
hoped-for followers; or, worse, with indifference ’ o
ver;;ci :1 ?Enﬂd c_'-f tranm:cmn has two characteristics that dominate the
reices o n antisystemic strategy. The first is that those in power will
EEH:dl;gm gﬂiﬁi Itlcr ptr;serv-.? the existing system (doomed as it is to
< mnsmcﬁnﬂ,ﬂf er, they will try to ensure that the transition leads to
e consir o 3 new system ‘Eh.at will replicate the worst features of
g one _1ts hierarchy, privilege and inequalities. They may not
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yet be using language that reflects the demise of existing structures, but
they are implementing a strategy based on such assumptions. Of course,
their camp is not united, as i demonstrated by the conflict between
the so-called centre-right ‘raditionalists’ and the ultra-right, militarist
hawks. But they are working hard to build backing for changes that will
not be changes, a new systen as bad as-—or worse than—*the present
one. The second fundamental Characteristic is that a period ot systemic
ansition is one of deep uncertainty, in which it is impossible to know
what the outcome will be. History is on 1o one's side. Each of us can
affect the future, but we do not and cannot know how others will act to
affect it, too. The basic framework of the WSF reflects this dilemma, and
underlines it.

A strategy for the period of ransition ought therefore to inctude four

components—all of them easier said than done. The first is a process of
congtant, open debate 2bout the transition and the outcome we hope for.
This has never been easy, and the historic antisystemic movernents wete
never very good at it. But the atmosphere is more fayourable today than
-+ has ever been, and the task remains urgent and indispensable—under-
lining the role of - ellectuals in this conjuncture. The sructure of the
WST has lent itself to encouraging this debate; we shall see if itis able to
maintain this openness.

The second component should be self-evident: an antisystermic move-
ent cannot neglect short-term defensive action, including electoral
ction. The world's populations live in the present, and their immediate
needs have to be addressed. Any movement that neglects them is bound
to lose the widespread passive support that is esgential for its long-term

success. But the motive and justificaion for defensive action should not.

be that of remedying a failing system but rather of preventing its nega-
tive effects from getting worse in the short run. This is quite different
psychologically and politically.

The third component has to be the establishment of interim, middle-
range goals that seem 10 move iny the right direction. I would suggest that
one of the most useful—substantively, politically, psychologically—is
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the attempt to move towards selective, but ever-widen;
Eaﬁﬂc;;;}:&igf; ;& subject tinday to a barrage of neu?ﬁii i;‘:i;m:l:f'
commodthy w :I:as Eremaus]}' seldom or never appropriated fﬂf prii
e saethe ! than ody, j;r.rate.r, hospitals. We must not only oppose
Fis Dt mov 1;.11 } e other d1?:E£t1011. [ndustries, especially failing indys-
rnaﬁ:maljzeﬁ _Ef E:hﬂmmudlﬁedq '{.'his does not mean they should be
nadonatized— or the most part, simply another version of commodifi-
* - It means we should create structures, operating in the mark
;r zse objective is performance and survival rather than profit Thfr .
;1‘, bﬁetﬁ:b‘::tk?;hw’ +fmm the his.tc:?y of universities or hﬂspitalsi::{i
2% ot he dem;:aﬁz ;r t;ti ns;:tch a logic itnpossible for steel factories threa-
tenil.:;ﬂgil:;;nees ;c; develop the substantive meaning of our long-
erm crphase ,;1: t;n& I take tif] be a world that is relafively democratic
S ge g bn. I say rjalanvely’ because that is realistic. There
v mas be gaﬂj—- ut thetre 18 1o reason why they should be wide,
encrusted or ereditary. Is this what used to be called socialism. or even
urusm? Perhaps, but perhaps not. That brings us back to the issue

fd '
:Dd:;a’:;u Wie nleed to stop assuming what the better (not the perfect
like. We need to discuss it, outline it, experiment with

:ﬁ;nahve structures to realize it; and we need to do this at the same
wﬂﬂda.s we carry out thet first three parts of our programme for a chaotic
1 systemic transition. And if this programme is insufficient, and

it probably is, then this very i i
rob: , ry insufficien
which is Point One of the programme. 7 ought o be partofthe debate



