


THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 319/320

Editor’s Note

Visit the Third World Network website at: www.twn.my

– – – – – TTTTThe Editorshe Editorshe Editorshe Editorshe Editors

A CRITICAL issue that has confronted developing
countries at every stage in their development has been
the problem of  technological change. For many of  these
countries grappling with the problem of  unemployment
(especially the explosive problem of  youth
unemployment), the principal concern has been the
displacement of  labour that the new technologies may
engender.

The problem of  absorbing such displaced labour
into the economy has unfortunately been compounded
by two recent related developments.

The first is the complete integration of  many Third
World economies into the global economy. As a result,
many of  these countries have eliminated the policy space
necessary to effectively deal with this problem and have
become wholly dependent on surges in the global
economy to eliminate the resulting slack in the labour
market.

A second, related development has been the
wholesale jettisoning of  economic planning mechanisms
which used to be a feature of  the administrative make-
up of  many Third World countries in earlier decades. As
a result of  such a policy shift towards the free market,
many developing countries are now bereft of  valuable
mechanisms for coping with this problem.

One manifestation of  the problem of  technological
change has been the extraordinary growth of  automation
in the global economy, specifically the increasing use of
robots in place of  human labour. Developing countries
can be hit in two ways, firstly by such changes in their
own countries and secondly by the increasing use of
robots in the developed countries. In the latter case, Third
World countries hosting industries from developed
countries, especially those in which robots can be
gainfully deployed in place of  human labour, may find
themselves vulnerable as the savings in costs may prompt
these countries to ‘reshore’ their industries.

The scale of  the challenge facing developing
countries from such developments should not be
underestimated. A 2016 study by Oxford’s Martin School
and Citi estimates the risk of job loss to these countries
to be 55-85%, while a UN agency report, citing World
Bank sources, warns that for developing countries as a
group, about two-thirds of  all jobs may be in jeopardy.

Clearly, developing-country policy-makers have to
face up to this problem, take proactive measures and
design appropriate policies to prepare their societies for
the challenge of  automation.

A more significant and far-reaching technological
change facing developing countries is the process of
digitalisation which is reshaping social and economic life
across the globe. Unfortunately, this process, which is
leading to the emergence of  a global digital order, is being
driven by a handful of  largely US-based multinationals.
By establishing ‘digital platforms’ in cyberspace, these
corporations have come to dominate various sectors of
social and economic life, such as Google in the
information sector, Amazon in e-commerce and Uber
in urban transport.

For developing countries, the inequity of  this
development lies not merely in the concentration of
corporate power. What is even more unjust is the fact
that while much of  the vital resource for their operations
– big data – comes from the South, these multinationals
pay nothing for accessing this digital resource. In short,
the new global digital order that is emerging is being built,
like the current international economic order, at the
expense of the South.

Leaders of  the South must wake up to this fact
and move to protect their vital interests. They cannot be
bystanders in the creation of  the new digital order and
allow multinationals to determine the whole process.
They have to come together to actively push for the
realisation of  their own vision of  the new global digital
order or risk being locked into a digital dependency which
will ultimately impact on their national sovereignty.

Besides the North-South dimension, there is
another facet of the emerging digital order that should
be of  concern to developing countries. The ability to
provide essential services through digital platforms has
given corporations the power to shape socio-economic
relations in the new order. This has given rise to a new
buzzword – the gig economy.

Derived from the lexicon of  the jazz world, the
word ‘gig’ connotes a single performance, with the
relationship between the contracting parties coming to
an end as soon as the performance ends. By the use of
the new technologies, a process is under way of  reducing
all work relationships to an analogous pattern of  gigs. In
the brave new world of  the gig economy, there will be
no more of  the fixed relationship of  employer and
worker, only a temporary one between two ostensibly
equal parties.

What this all amounts to is the casualisation of
labour, with the employer freed from the obligation of
paying the worker their legal benefits. Such a development
will be a throwback to an earlier era of  unregulated
capitalism and hardly be the basis for the development
of  a stable social order. Policy-makers in the Third World
must therefore be prepared to step up to regulate the
whole process to ensure social justice and inclusive
development.

Our cover story takes up these key issues, beginning
with two articles which focus on the phenomenal growth
of  automation and the need for developing-country
policy-makers to address its likely disruptive employment
impacts. We then turn to the critical issue of  digitalisation
with an important article which highlights the need for
these policy-makers to move decisively to ensure that in
the emerging digital world the interests of  the developing
world are fully protected. We conclude with some articles
on the so-called gig economy and the seamy foundations
on which it rests.
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While developing countries grapple with the challenges posed by
automation of jobs, they also need to address issues surrounding the
emergence of a global digital society.        12
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US military is world’s
largest polluter

The recent massive jet fuel spill at a US naval station located close to the Atlantic
Ocean has thrown the spotlight on the US military’s role in polluting our planet.

Whitney Webb reports.

MAINSTREAM media outlets gave
minimal attention to the news that the
US Naval station in Virginia Beach
had on 11 May spilled an estimated
94,000 gallons of jet fuel into a nearby
waterway less than a mile from the
Atlantic Ocean. While the incident
was by no means as catastrophic as
some other pipeline spills, it
underscores an important yet little-
known fact – that the US Department
of Defense is both the nation’s and
the world’s largest polluter.

Producing more hazardous waste
than the five largest US chemical
companies combined, the US
Department of Defense has left its
toxic legacy throughout the world in
the form of depleted uranium, oil, jet
fuel, pesticides, defoliants like Agent
Orange and lead, among others.

In 2014, the former head of the
Pentagon’s environmental pro-
gramme told Newsweek that her office
has to contend with 39,000
contaminated areas spread across 19
million acres just in the US alone.

US military bases, both domestic
and foreign, consistently rank among
some of the most polluted places in
the world, as perchlorate and other
components of jet and rocket fuel
contaminate sources of drinking
water, aquifers and soil. Hundreds of
military bases can be found on the US
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA)’s list of Superfund sites, which
qualify for clean-up grants from the
government. Almost 900 of the nearly
1,200 Superfund sites in the US are
abandoned military facilities or sites
that otherwise support military needs,
not counting the military bases
themselves.

‘Almost every military site in this
country is seriously contaminated,’
John D Dingell, a retired Michigan

congressman and war veteran, told
Newsweek in 2014.

Camp Lejeune in Jacksonville,
North Carolina is one such base.
Lejeune’s contamination became
widespread and even deadly after its
groundwater was polluted with a
sizeable amount of carcinogens from
1953 to 1987. However, it was not
until this February that the govern-
ment allowed those exposed to
chemicals at Lejeune to make official
compensation claims.

Numerous bases abroad have
also contaminated local drinking
water supplies, most famously the
Kadena Air Force Base in Okinawa,
Japan.

In addition, the US, which has
conducted more nuclear weapons
tests than all other nations combined,
is also responsible for the massive
amount of radiation that continues to
contaminate many islands in the
Pacific Ocean. The Marshall Islands,
where the US dropped more than 60

nuclear weapons between 1946 and
1958, are a particularly notable
example. Inhabitants of the Marshall
Islands and nearby Guam continue to
experience an exceedingly high rate
of cancer.

The US Southwest was also the
site of numerous nuclear weapons
tests that contaminated large swaths
of land. Navajo Indian reservations
have been polluted by long-
abandoned uranium mines where
nuclear material was obtained by US
military contractors.

One of the most recent testaments
to the US military’s horrendous
environmental record is Iraq. US
military action there has resulted in
the desertification of 90% of Iraqi
territory, crippling the country’s
agricultural industry and forcing it to
import more than 80% of its food. The
US’ use of depleted uranium in Iraq
during the Gulf War also caused a
massive environmental burden for
Iraqis. In addition, the US military’s

E C O L O G Y

Cleanup operations in progress after a jet fuel spill from a US Naval station in Virginia
Beach on 11 May.
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policy of using open-air burn pits to
dispose of waste from the 2003
invasion has caused a surge in cancer
among US servicemen and Iraqi
civilians alike.

While the US military’s past
environmental record suggests that its
current policies are not sustainable,
this has by no means dissuaded the
US military from openly planning
future contamination of the

E C O L O G Y

The military base of Camp Lejeune in North Carolina state was the source of contamination of groundwater in the area with a
sizeable amount of carcinogens. Picture shows a facility at Camp Lejeune for treating chemicals created by a waste disposal site
at the base.

environment through misguided
waste disposal efforts. Last
November, the US Navy announced
its plan to release 20,000 tons of
environmental ‘stressors’, including
heavy metals and explosives, into the
coastal waters of the US Pacific
Northwest over the course of this
year.

The plan, laid out in the Navy’s
Northwest Training and Testing

The US conducted more than 60 nuclear weapons tests in the Marshall Islands be-
tween 1946 and 1958 and is responsible for the massive amount of radiation that
continues to contaminate many islands in the Pacific.

Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS), fails to mention that these
‘stressors’ are described by the EPA
as known hazards, many of which are
highly toxic at both acute and chronic
levels.

The 20,000 tons of ‘stressors’
mentioned in the EIS do not account
for the additional 4.7 to 14 tons of
‘metals with potential toxicity’ that
the Navy plans to release annually,
from now on, into inland waters along
the Puget Sound in Washington state.

In response to concerns about
these plans, a Navy spokeswoman
said that heavy metals and even
depleted uranium are no more
dangerous than any other metal, a
statement that represents a clear
rejection of scientific fact. It seems
that the very US military operations
meant to ‘keep Americans safe’ come
at a higher cost than most people
realise – a cost that will be felt for
generations to come both within the
United States and abroad. ◆

Whitney Webb is a contributor to MintPress News
(www.mintpressnews.com), from which this article
is reproduced. She has written for several news
organisations in both English and Spanish; her sto-
ries have been featured on ZeroHedge, the Anti-
Media, 21st Century Wire and True Activist, among
others. She currently resides in Southern Chile.
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Defence of right to water drives
call for land reform in Chile

Fifty years after its first land reform, there is growing support in Chile for a second
land reform which will make water a public good once more.

WATER at high prices, sold as a
market good, and small farmers
almost a species in extinction,
replaced by seasonal workers, are the
visible effects of the crisis in rural
Chile, 50 years after a land reform
which postulated that the land is for
those who work it.

To tackle the crisis, environ-
mental and social activists are
proposing a new land reform to
reclaim water as a public good, at a
time when a persistent drought is
affecting much of Chile, making it
necessary to use tanker trucks to
distribute water in some low-income
neighbourhoods in cities around the
country.

Last year the number of villages,
small towns and neighbourhoods that
were left without water and were
supplied by tanker trucks also
doubled in relation to 2015, said water
department director Carlos Estévez.

‘In Chile, water has become a
capital good, left to the discretion of
speculators and separated from the
land, while international juris-
prudence indicates that it should be
available for the preservation of life
and food production, and only after
that, for other economic activities,’
expert and activist Rodrigo Mundaca
told Inter Press Service (IPS).

Mundaca, the secretary-general
of the Movement for the Defence of
Access to Water, Land and the
Protection of the Environment
(Modatima), said that ‘a second land
reform is key to recovering water’,
after the one carried out in the 1970s.

‘The green revolution is a model
that does not preserve natural assets.
Our export model is associated with
monoculture and we need to promote

a new development paradigm based
on a harmonious relationship with
nature,’he said.

This South American country is
a major producer and exporter of food
products, thanks to the production of
major companies and consortiums
that own the land and water. The
mining industry still accounts for half
of Chile’s exports, which amounted
to over $60 billion in 2016. But this
is also one of the top 10 countries in
the world in food exports, ranking
first for several products. The food
industry represents a total of $20
billion in exports.

Meanwhile, the current
regulation of the right to water in
Chile, after it was privatised in 1981
during the 1973-90 military dictator-
ship of General Augusto Pinochet, is
threatening small-scale family
farmers, who are fighting for at least
partial restoration of public control.

The 1980 constitution states that
water is a private good. The use of
hydric resources according to the laws
of the market is regulated by the
Water Code, which gives the state the

power to grant usage rights to
companies free of charge and in
perpetuity. It also allows water usage
rights to be bought, sold or leased
without taking into consideration
priorities of use. In Chile, there are
110,000 water-use rights contracts in
force under the Water Code.

The government of socialist
President Michelle Bachelet
introduced a proposed amendment to
the Code in Congress, although its
final approval will take several
months. The amendment would make
water usage rights temporary rather
than perpetual. But it would apply
only to future concessions and would
not be retroactive, which has drawn
criticism from environmentalists and
social activists in rural areas.

Fifty years after the land reform
launched by the Christian Democrat
government of Eduardo Frei (1964-
70) and expanded by socialist
president Salvador Allende (1970-
73), support for a second land reform
plan that would make water a social
good once again is growing.

Between the cities of Petorca and

E C O N O M I C S

Small-scale farmers from Samo Alto in northern Chile are forced to share the scarce
water of the Hurtado River with large agro-exporters, who benefit from a dam built
downstream. Support in Chile for a land reform plan that would make water a social
good once again is growing.

Orlando Milesi
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Antofagasta in arid northern Chile,
200 and 1,340 km from the country’s
capital Santiago respectively, the
prices for a year’s water rights for a
litre of water per second – the amount
needed to irrigate one hectare of
vineyard – range from $7,670 to
$76,700, said Mundaca, referring to
cases that make the reform necessary.

The rest of Latin America

Luiz Beduschi, a Territorial
Development Policies officer at the
Santiago-based UN Food and
Agriculture Organisation (FAO)
regional office for Latin America and
the Caribbean, told IPS that
‘historically, Latin America has been
one of the regions with the highest
levels of inequality in the distribution
and use of natural resources’.

‘This phenomenon has among its
causes an increasing concentration in
the value chains, the establishment
and growth of companies that exploit
resources at an industrial scale,
backed by public policy approaches
that foster an increase in the
participation of these countries in
export markets,’ he said.

Beduschi stressed that ‘the
expansion of investment in the region
through sowing pools (speculative
investment funds), annual leases or
purchases of large extensions of land,
among others, has contributed to a
higher concentration of land than
before the land reforms that were
carried out in several countries in the
region’.

‘Conflicts over access to natural
resources have been on the rise
around the world and the situation is
no different in this region,’ said the
FAO expert.

‘The historical processes of
agricultural reform, strongly
promoted in different countries in the
region, which in the case of Mexico
was carried out 100 years ago, and
50 years ago in Chile, allow us today
to once again discuss the widespread
question of inequality, which arises
from the global concentration of the
ownership and use of natural
resources, historically reflected in
land ownership,’ he said.

E C O N O M I C S

farmers in Chile: ‘small landholders
grouped in towns and villages; tenant
farmers and their families, on the big
estates; and “outsiders” who
wandered between the towns and
estates’.

‘That structure changed
dramatically and today a great
majority are non-permanent
agricultural workers, who live in
towns and cities near agricultural
areas,’ Bengoa said.

‘There is a small sector of small-
scale farmers, who could be called
peasants, who are the majority in
some regions and sectors, and then
there is an increasing proportion of
seasonal workers,’ he said.

For Bengoa, ‘Chilean agriculture
is nowadays, due to the land reform
carried out 50 years ago, a highly
capitalist and productive sector’.

‘This activity, without any
controls, leads to an unprecedented
level of exploitation of human
resources, workers and natural
resources, such as water. In the next
few years there will be serious
problems, in terms of both the need
for manpower and the need for
resources such as water and land, as
well as environmental problems,’ he
predicted.

According to Bengoa, these
problems cannot be easily solved,
because ‘the agricultural sector will
pressure the state to increase the flow
of migrant workers, and for more
infrastructure works, in particular in
water reserves’. – IPS ◆

Impacts of the model to be
reformed

Agronomist Jacques Chonchol,
minister of agriculture during
Allende’s government and a promoter
of the land reform process, told IPS
that the new reform made sense
because the counter-reform carried
out by the dictatorship ‘practically
privatised water, an increasingly
scarce resource’.

‘We have very little arable land
– less than 10% of Chile’s 757 million
square kilometres – and part of that
is being lost’ to the phenomenon of
the selling off of parcels of land in
rural areas as second properties of
city-dwellers, he warned.

Chonchol also expressed the
need for ‘a forestry policy that
excludes agricultural lands. That was
prohibited, but during the dictator-
ship, it began to happen again.
Forestry plantations should be banned
on farmland, and these companies
should plant native trees, since pines
and eucalyptus absorb a lot of water’.

He believes that the counter-
reform ‘gave rise to a new capitalist
agriculture, much more efficient from
an economic point of view, although
not always in social terms’, in a model
that ‘perpetuates inequality’, which
the democratic governments have
maintained.

On the social level, historian José
Bengoa told IPS that until the land
reform, there were three kinds of

People queue up for water during a water supply cut in the Chilean capital Santiago.
Water is considered a private good in Chile, due to free-market reforms implemented
under the 1973-90 military dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet.
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Caught between Scylla and
Charybdis: The effects of Greece’s

loss of sovereignty
Greece has once again fallen into recession and although it has agreed to another
round of draconian austerity measures as a precondition for bailout funds, it has
yet to receive the promised funds because of a dispute between its two creditors,

the EU and the IMF.  Greece’s complete helplessness and impotence in the face of
this fight over its fate between its creditors is a measure of its loss of sovereignty.

FOR the last several months, Greece’s
international creditors – the European
Union (EU) and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) – had been at
a standoff over debt relief, budget
targets and various reforms, including
taxes and pensions, thereby delaying
the completion of a long-overdue
bailout review that should have been
done in October 2016. The standoff
added extra pressures to an economy
that has been in recession for eight
straight years, and even revived fears
of a ‘Grexit’ as bank runs had returned
in full steam. In the meantime, the
Syriza-led government of Alexis
Tsipras was playing the role of a mere
observer in a tug-of-war between two
institutions that are in full control of
the country’s finances, and merely
trying to accommodate the demands
of both sides.

Since the start of the current
financial and economic crisis in
Greece, which goes back to 2008
(although the actual outbreak of the
debt crisis occurred in early 2010), the
country’s gross domestic product
(GDP) has shrunk by about 26%.
Unemployment jumped to as high as
28% in 2013, and has now stabilised
at 23%, but more than 42% of the
population have ‘dropped below the
poverty threshold of 2005’.

This harsh reality is the price the
country is paying for its fiscal
derailment as a member of a currency
union (the euro) and the imposition

of three consecutive bailout
programmes by the EU and the IMF.
These bailouts have been accom-
panied by draconian measures of
fiscal consolidation (austerity) and a
radical neoliberal agenda which
includes sharp cuts in wages, salaries
and pensions, liberalisation of the
labour market and blanket
privatisation.

From the beginning, the bailout
plans were never intended to rescue
the Greek economy, but rather to
avoid a financial meltdown on the
continent, as several European banks
had recklessly loaned to the public
sector since Greece adopted the euro
in 2001. Indeed, virtually all of the
funds that have been provided to
Greece since 2010 have gone towards
the repayment of international loans
– first to the European banks, and then
to the country’s official creditors –

rather than towards the economy.
But let’s return to the present: the

standoff between the EU and the IMF
over the ‘best way’ to deal with
Greece’s current financial and
economic catastrophe finally came to
an end a couple of weeks ago, with
the Greek government agreeing to a
new round of austerity measures
which amount, essentially, to a fourth
memorandum.

Spreading false hopes about
recovery and vague promises

about debt relief

Having grossly miscalculated the
impact of the fiscal policies it
proposed on the Greek economy, the
IMF has been extremely reluctant to
join in the third bailout programme
(agreed to and signed by the pseudo-
leftist Syriza government), sensing

E C O N O M I C S

CJ Polychroniou

A soup kitchen in Athens. More than 42% of the Greek population have dropped
below the poverty threshold of 2005.
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that Greece will never be able to repay
its loans. The country is essentially
bankrupt, and the prospects for a
return to the private credit markets
any time soon are not very promising,
as there are no signs of recovery on
the horizon. At some point, small rates
of growth will inevitably be registered
solely because of the economy having
hit rock bottom, but this is not the case
at present.

Still, illusions of a recovery have
been the hallmark of both the Syriza
government and the conservative
government that preceded it. But this
should not be surprising. Spreading
false hopes to the citizens of a
bankrupt nation that has lost its
sovereignty is the last refuge of
political scoundrels, of governments
and their officials who have opted to
become lackeys of the international
elite rather than lead their people to
resistance and to the overthrow of
financial regimes imposing debt
bondage.

Indeed, for the last few months,
senior-level officials in the Syriza
government, such as Minister of
Economy and Development Dimitri
B Papadimitriou, were propounding
that growth had made a comeback and
that the crisis was over before the
official statistics for the fourth quarter
of 2016 were finally released in early
March 2017. However, those figures
showed the Greek economy had
contracted again by 1.2%.

The IMF, in spite of its gross
miscalculations of the prospects for
the Greek economy, regards Greece’s
326-billion-euro debt (about 180% of
the GDP) to be simply unsustainable,
which is an unquestionable
conclusion reached by most
independent economists. Greece’s
debt is surely unsustainable – unless
the economy receives some kind of
an external boost and begins to record
annual rates of growth resembling
those of China. But this scenario is
unlikely. The Greek economy suffers
from gross inefficiencies
(oligopolistic structures, lack of
industry, massive tax evasion, slow
productivity), while the public sector
is notoriously backward and inept,
since all governing parties have been

using it as a vehicle to provide jobs
for their friends, relatives and
acolytes. The Greek political
establishment is simply incompetent
in initiating structural changes of the
sort that can have useful and effective
spin-off effects on the economy and
the country’s political culture.

However, Greece’s European
partners, Germany in particular, are
vehemently opposed to any debt
relief, arguing that the debt is
sustainable and that if the current
government in Athens manages to
achieve consecutive budget surpluses,
a return to private credit markets
would be virtually guaranteed.

Germany’s opposition to the idea
of a Greek debt write-off is mainly of
a political nature, because such a
decision would be hard to sell to
German voters who, for years now,
have been accustomed to their
media’s treatment of Greece as a
nation of lazy people who lived
beyond their means – an image of
Greeks that has also been sanctioned
by many of Germany’s political
leaders. Hence, the primary reason for
the standoff between the EU and the
IMF over the completion of the
second review for the third bailout
programme.

The IMF, on the other hand, does
not wish to see its reputation further
tarnished because of the dismal
failure of the Greek bailout
programmes. But its insistence on a
deal that includes a plan for debt relief
for Greece in order to participate in
the third bailout programme is also
accompanied by demands for more
and deeper structural reforms,
including further cuts in pensions and
more austerity measures.

However, the IMF’s participation
in the Greek bailout programme is of
absolute necessity for Germany and
the EU in general, as it lends
credibility to the conversion of Greece
into a neoliberal laboratory. The
current pseudo-leftist Syriza
government has not only been unable
to stop this selling of the nation’s
public wealth and patrimony, but has
been actually promoting it
wholeheartedly to ensure that the
country remains in the hard core of

the euro.
The IMF also had strong

reservations about the budget surplus
targets demanded from Greece, which
was yet another contested point with
the EU authorities supervising the
Greek bailout programme. However,
Syriza put to rest those doubts in April
when Greece posted a budget surplus
for 2016 that was the highest in 21
years and far exceeded the target set
by the EU. Greek statistics have been
notoriously unreliable over the years,
but Brussels has confirmed Greece’s
primary budget surplus at 4.2% for
2016, a development that will surely
bring the IMF one step closer to
joining the plan, even though
Greece’s debt levels increased in 2016
over those posted in 2015.

The ‘bloody’ primary budget
surplus was secured via more
suffocating tax policies and by the
Greek state simply not paying its bills
for months. This is the decision Syriza
made in order to help bring to an end
the standoff between the EU and the
IMF so the second review of the third
bailout programme can be eventually
completed, thereby leading to the
release of funds so Athens can cover
its debt obligations to its official
creditors (primarily the IMF) in July.
The Greek government’s payment
obligations in July are in excess of 7
billion euros.

In addition, Syriza seems to
believe that the attainment of a
primary budget surplus eight times
higher than the original target will
open up the path for a debt write-off,
although one fails to see the reasoning
behind this line of thinking. If
anything, the attainment of such high
primary budget surpluses could be
taken to indicate that the country’s
fiscal condition has improved
dramatically, although nothing could
be further from the truth and social
conditions continue to deteriorate
with each passing year. In fact, while
the standoff between EU authorities
and the IMF is over, there are still no
signs that Germany is ready and
willing to go along with the IMF’s call
for a deal on Greece’s debt. It is
simply naïve on the part of the Syriza
government to think that it can count
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on either the EU or the IMF for
compassion or understanding of the
country’s economic woes.

Still, given Germany’s insistence
on the participation of the IMF in the
Greek bailout programme, an
agreement of sorts about some type
of debt restructuring for the
beleaguered Greek economy between
EU authorities and the IMF cannot be
ruled out. If there is a deal on Greece’s
debt, it will most likely involve some
form of a debt restructuring plan,
pushing the repayment of debts to the
indefinite future. However, even a
small portion of a debt write-off won’t
solve the country’s economic
problems, nor will it let Greece off
the neoliberal hook.

As long as Greece remains in the
eurozone, the debt drama will not go
away. The country has lost complete
control of its financial sovereignty,
and will therefore remain a debt
colony for at least several more
decades to come. Moreover, under the
bailout agreements, major public
assets (airports, harbours,
undeveloped land and infrastructure)
have passed into private hands. The
Syriza government has already agreed
to sell major portions of the Public
Power Corporation, the oil refinery
Hellenic Petroleum and the gas
distributor DEPA, which means the
state will have even less of a role in
the management of the economy in
the years ahead.

This dramatic development
should not be taken as an indication
that an exit from the euro is the easy
solution out, especially at this point
in the game, when the country carries
an enormous external debt load. An
exit from the euro would have been a
more effective strategy in the early
stages of the crisis, but it is also
equally clear that Greece cannot
afford to remain a member of a
currency union. This may seem an
utterly pessimistic diagnosis, but
Greece is really caught between
Scylla and Charybdis.

Loss of sovereignty and
national malaise

The recent standoff between the
EU and the IMF – with the Greek
government, as already indicated,

being caught in the middle and
incapable of having any real say over
the matter – reveals in the most
profound sense the country’s loss of
sovereignty. Yet the extent to which
the nation’s political establishment is
able or willing to draw the proper
lessons from the loss of sovereignty
and seek viable strategies for the
future of Greece remains a very shaky
proposition.

Indeed, it has been more than
clear since the outbreak of the crisis
that the political and financial elite of
Greece will do anything to keep the
country in the euro’s grip, and the
conversion of Syriza into a neoliberal
social democratic party has
significantly weakened grassroots
opposition to the euro masters and to
the neoliberal conversion of Greece.
Had a conservative government in
Athens tried to implement the
countless neoliberal reform measures
that the Syriza government has
managed to enact in the course of the
last two or so years, the country’s
major cities would have been
converted into daily battlegrounds.

The sad reality about Greece
today is that while Syriza’s
opportunism has been exposed for all
to see, the political party next to
assume power will be yet another
enforcer of the EU/IMF neoliberal
agenda, with no vision for an end to
the crisis.

As things stand, the loss of
sovereignty means nothing to
Greece’s mainstream political
establishment, which today expands
from the traditional right to the left.
Under these conditions, only a
renewed radical left can provide hope
for mass resistance to the current
destruction of Greece. Otherwise,
reactionary forces, such as the neo-
Nazi Golden Dawn party, will
become increasingly identified in the
eyes of the poor and the unemployed
in Greece as the only solution left.

Having said that, it is beyond
naïve for anyone to continue to
perceive Syriza as a political party of
the radical left. Since coming to
power, Syriza signed a third bailout
and has just agreed to a fourth
memorandum with the country’s
official creditors, while pushing the
EU/IMF neoliberal agenda even

harder than the preceding governing
parties, thereby ensuring the
completion of the transition of Greece
to a German protectorate and an EU
debt colony. With the fourth
memorandum, the Syriza government
of Alexis Tsipras has given its full
consent to the introduction of more
austerity measures, which include an
additional cut of 18% in pensions and
further liberalisation measures. In
total, the demand for more ‘blood and
tears’ by Greece’s creditors translates
to an additional squeeze of over 4
billion euros from Greek citizens.

The sellout of Syriza is a
consequence of Greece’s loss of
sovereignty, but only to the extent that
Tsipras’s party was willing to make a
180-degree turn and convert itself into
an obedient server of the euro
masters. The case of Greece, with
Syriza in power, is a political case
study that should provide much food
for thought to all radical movements,
organisations and parties envisioning
and working towards a better future.
The specific case tells us a great deal
about economic globalisation and
European integration, party politics
and ideology, democracy, finan-
cialisation and national sovereignty.

But the most important lesson of
all is that a party of the ‘left’ that
refuses to live up to expectations as a
force of radical social change will end
up not only betraying the trust of
voters but, in the process, will itself
become a reinforcing mechanism of
the domination and exploitation that
it questioned and challenged from the
sidelines. ◆

CJ Polychroniou is a political economist/political
scientist who has taught and worked in universities
and research centres in Europe and the United
States. His main research interests are in European
economic integration, globalisation, the political
economy of the United States and the deconstruction
of neoliberalism’s politico-economic project. He is
a regular contributor to Truthout – from which the
above article is reproduced (http://www.truth-
out.org/news/item/40646-caught-between-scylla-
and-charybdis-the-effects-of-greece-s-loss-of-sov-
ereignty) – as well as a member of Truthout’s Pub-
lic Intellectual Project. He has published several
books and his articles have appeared in a variety
of journals, magazines, newspapers and popular
news websites. Many of his publications have been
translated into several foreign languages, includ-
ing Croatian, French, Greek, Italian, Portuguese,
Spanish and Turkish.
     Copyright, Truthout.org. Reprinted with permis-
sion.
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China: Belt and Road Initiative
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (or New Silk Road) has created a considerable stir

internationally. In this short analysis, the head of a regional UN development
agency argues that while there can be little doubt of its socio-economic benefits, if
the Initiative’s synergies and complementarities could be combined with those of
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, it will help to put Asia on a sustainable

development path.

CHINA’s role in the global context
has grown in terms of its output, trade
and now its voice and leadership in
sustainable and inclusive develop-
ment, and resolve to pursue low-
carbon pathways. A further paradigm
shift is anticipated in the role and
influence of China as it delivers on
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) by
leveraging on its successful
infrastructure capabilities and the
capital strengths of new financing
vehicles such as the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank, New
Development Bank and the Silk Road
Fund.

The BRI can be a truly ‘game-
changing’ proposal provided it is able
to foster trust and confidence among
member states. The initiative however
should go beyond bilateral project
transactions to promote regional and
multilateral policy frameworks and
promote sustainability.

It is true that the BRI will
generate mutual benefits for China
and its partners; however, the
economic, social and environmental
costs and benefits vary across
corridors depending on the terrain,
state of development, productive
capacities and traffic flows.

Research has shown that BRI
corridors will entail higher benefits
if partner countries lower cross-
border transaction costs and import
tariffs; for instance, a 30% decline in
both of these would generate
economic gains of 1.8% growth in
gross domestic product (GDP) for
China and anywhere from 5.3% to
16.9% GDP growth for other
participating member countries.
Improving the quality of infra-
structure in countries with less
efficient trade regimes and border

administration may result in only
limited export gains. Our analysis
suggests that a 1% improvement in
trade facilitation procedures, quality
of transport infrastructure and
information and communications
technology (ICT) will deliver 1.5%,
0.7% and 1.4% increases in exports,
respectively. Gains are higher for
corridors where trade agreements may
already exist.

The BRI, through its aim of
establishing comprehensive and
seamless intermodal transport links
along its corridors, can reinforce
regional plans of transport
connectivity. There is a need to bridge
the missing transport links along its
corridors, particularly those in the
China-Central-West Asia and the
C h i n a - I n d o - C h i n a - P e n i n s u l a
corridors. Transport corridors
developed through the BRI could
benefit from the existing Framework
Agreements on Asian Highways,
Asian Railways and Dry Ports.

With nearly two-thirds of BRI
countries facing energy deficits, the
initiative needs to complement and
supplement the subregional energy
connectivity initiatives. There is much
scope to develop power grids,
promote smart, green and integrated
power and gas markets, and harness
cross-border gas and oil pipelines
from resource-rich Central Asia to
South and East Asia. Drawing on the
initiatives of the State Grid of China
Corporation and the Global Energy
Interconnection Development
Cooperation Organisation to promote
global energy interconnections can
enhance the region’s energy security
and advance sustainable energy

access.
It is also evident that ICT has to

be an essential foundation for the BRI
as it can harness cross-sectoral
synergies. E-resilience of ICT can be
enhanced through increasing
diversified and redundant fibre optic
cables, raising bandwidth, developing
national ICT infrastructure, and
lowering fixed-broadband prices as a
percentage of gross national income
(GNI) per capita. These actions can
help develop uniform quality of
services between endpoints which
will facilitate traffic delivery, ensure
low transit costs, and efficient Internet
traffic management using Internet
exchange points (IXPs).

While the social benefits of some
corridors are high, there is a need to
adopt more inclusive approaches to
cope with social risks. For example,
connecting the BRI to remote areas
with new multi-country corridors
would enable rural industrialisation
and help narrow urban-rural gaps. It
is therefore important that synergies
and complementarities between the
objectives of the BRI and the
Sustainable Development Goals can
help create a win-win solution,
particularly as regional cooperation
and integration will facilitate
realisation of transboundary goals.

The BRI with its unprecedented
ambition and scale entails enormous
complexities and challenges;
however, it offers phenomenal
opportunities to put Asia on a
sustainable and well-balanced growth
and sustainable development path. ◆

Dr. Shamshad Akhtar is an Under-Secretary-Gen-
eral of the United Nations and the Executive Secre-
tary of the UN Economic and Social Commission
for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). This article is
reproduced from the ESCAP website
(www.unescap.org).
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The Belt and Road Initiative:
China’s answer to globalisation?

In May China held an international forum in Beijing to explain its Belt and Road
Initiative. Pepe Escobar reports.

PRESIDENT Xi Jinping used the
New Silk Road international forum
in Beijing on 14-15 May to establish
China as the flagship of a new, benign
trade-focused world order. This was,
said Xi, a ‘new model of win-win and
cooperation’ that will prevail over
gunboat diplomacy.

At the start of the conference,
China’s state news agency Xinhua
made clear that the initiative –
officially first called One Belt, One
Road (OBOR) and now Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) – was not
‘neocolonialism by stealth’.

‘China needs no puppet states,’
Xinhua said, while essentially
repeating what Xi delivered in his
keynote address.

‘China is willing to share its
development experience with the rest
of the world,’ said Xi, ‘but we will
not intervene in other nations’ internal
affairs, export our social system and
development model, nor force others
to accept them.’

The forum communiqué – a
summary of the main points
developed in Xi’s keynote speech –
reported that the nations represented
in Beijing had pledged to promote
‘practical cooperation on roads,
railways, ports, maritime and inland
water transport, aviation, energy
pipeline, electricity and
telecommunications’.

Big business too was represented
and, reportedly, is enthusiastic.
Alibaba’s Jack Ma, so committed to
advancing an electronic World Trade
Platform, spoke to Chinese media at
the forum and hailed the BRI’s
‘inclusion of young people, women,
smaller enterprises and developing
countries’.

On the final day of the forum,
Beijing even engineered a sort of New
Silk Road United Nations, in the form

of a Leaders Roundtable, with the
microphones open equally to all. The
event was a nifty illustration of how
Xi wants the world to see this
initiative.

‘The primary intention and the
highest goal of the “Belt and Road
Initiative” is to allow each member
to jointly address global economic
challenges, find new growth
opportunities and drivers, achieve a
win-win situation and keep moving
towards a community with joint
destiny,’ said Xi.

Xi went on to offer exhortations
for Ming Dynasty navigation master
Admiral Zheng He – as a ‘friendly
emissary’ – before delivering a
metaphor for the new world trade
order that he had just outlined.

‘Wild swan geese,’ he said of the
large, rare and wild bird found in Asia
but not in Europe, ‘are able to fly far
and safely through winds and storms
because they move in flocks and help
each other as a team.’

Ride a wild swan

The New Silk Roads are bound
to find turbulence ahead. At the
forum, the German Minister for
Economics and Energy, Brigitte
Zypries, threatened not to sign the
final communiqué if it did not contain
firm guarantees for free tenders – as
in no favouritism for Chinese
companies – related to further BRI
projects.

But, in terms of railroad building/
expansion/exploitation, can anyone
compete with China?

Freight train convoys now
regularly depart from eastern and
central China, traversing the Central
Asian steppes and clocking thousands
of kilometres in 17 days before
arriving in London, Madrid, Duisburg
or Lyon. They depart loaded with
household goods, clothes and spare
parts and return with chemical
products, wines and baby products.

That’s twice as fast as seaborne
trade, even though a freight train

E C O N O M I C S

Chinese President Xi Jinping speaking at the New Silk Road international forum held
in Beijing in May.
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carries less than 100 containers
compared with up to 20,000 in a cargo
ship. What really matters though is
that this is only the first stage of a
future high-speed rail network from
eastern China to Europe via Central
Asia.

Public-private partnerships will
also be part of the expansion. For
instance, the first branch of the Iron
Silk Road, a railway from Chongqing
to Duisburg, was actually instigated
six years ago not by Beijing policy
but by Silicon Valley giant Hewlett-
Packard to ship millions of notebook
computers to Europe by train.

But now China’s policy is
advancing fast across Europe. At the
forum, Eastern Europe was heavily
represented and the region has been
helped by a fund set up three years
ago to initially invest 10 billion euros.

Last year, China Everbright
bought Tirana’s airport in Albania.
China Exim Bank is financing
highway construction in Macedonia
and Montenegro. In 2014, China
Road and Bridge Corporation built a
bridge over the Danube in Belgrade,
the so-called ‘bridge of Sino-Serbian
friendship’ that was mostly financed
by China Exim Bank.

Then there’s the high-speed rail
line between Athens and Budapest,
via Macedonia and Belgrade. The
crucial Budapest-Belgrade stretch –
still held up by EU red tape – should
finally be operational this year.

Geo-economics, once again, is
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pushing geopolitics. By investing in
a corridor from the Aegean Sea to
central Europe, Beijing will be
actively boosting trade out of the
famous Greek port of Pireus that
actually has been under Chinese
control since 2010.

And now the battle for soft
power

Zhou Wenzhong, secretary-
general of China’s high-level regional
affairs forum, the Boao Forum for
Asia, bills the New Silk Roads as
‘China’s answer to globalisation’. But
is it actually more than that? Is it
actually the new world vision? And
one that is composed of so many
multiple and constantly moving parts
that to date it has been difficult to
define?

There are now regular freight train services between China and Europe, such as this
one that plies the Chongqing-Duisburg route.

Xi used the Beijing forum to try
to clarify the concept but the reality
is, on-the-ground conditions and
circumstances will define the
different strategies in the future.
These will include, for each project,
nation-by-nation policy and financing
coordinations that have the power to
move the initiative beyond an
infrastructure boom.

The forum has already made it
clear how significant players are
jostling for position. There is already
a looming tussle between Hong Kong
and London as to who will be the
privileged source of financing. While
Hong Kong remains the number one
offshore yuan trade settlement centre
in the world, Britain’s Chancellor,
Philip Hammond, emphasised that
London remains the world’s financial
centre, unmatched to deliver on the
New Silk Roads’ ‘internationally
bankable’ needs.

The flight of the swan geese is
already on. The next big question is
how emphatically the New Silk Roads
will rewrite the rules of the global
trade game without upsetting ultra-
sensitive players such as India. But
that’s where soft power chips in.

Beijing’s swan geese will now
work to seduce the Global South into
an irresistible partnership that
transcends mere commerce. ◆

Pepe Escobar is correspondent-at-large at Asia
Times (www.atimes.com), from which this article is
reproduced.

The so-called ‘bridge of Sino-Serbian friendship’ over the Danube in Belgrade was
built by a Chinese corporation and mostly financed by China Exim Bank.
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Automation, robots and the threat
of economic disruption in

developing countries
Deepening use of automation is threatening mass displacement of jobs

everywhere, and developing countries could be the worst hit.

LAST year Uber started testing
driverless cars, with humans inside to
make corrections in case something
goes wrong. If the tests go well, Uber
will presumably replace its present
army of drivers with fleets of the new
cars.

Some personally owned cars can
already do automatic parking. Is it a
matter of time before Uber, taxis and
personal vehicles will all be smart
enough to bring us from point A to
point B without our having to do
anything ourselves?

But in this application of
‘artificial intelligence’, in which
machines can have human cognitive
functions built into them, what will
happen to jobs? It is estimated that in
the US alone, 4-5 million drivers of
trucks and taxis could be rendered
unemployed.

The driverless vehicle is just one
example of the technological
revolution that is going to drastically
transform the world of work and
living. There is concern that the march
of automation tied with digital
technology will cause dislocation in
many factories and offices, and
eventually lead to mass
unemployment.

Just a day before he left office,
former US President Barack Obama
warned in a farewell interview that
‘jobs are going away because of
automation and that’s going to
accelerate’, pointing to ‘driverless
Uber’ and ‘displacement that’s going
to take place in office buildings across
the country’.

Also voicing concern about the
social impact of automation,
Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates
recently proposed that governments

should impose a tax on robots.
Companies using robots should have
to pay taxes on the incomes attributed
to the use of robotics.

That proposal has caused an
uproar, with mainstream economists
like Lawrence Summers, a former US
Treasury Secretary, condemning it for
putting brakes on technological
advancement. One critic suggested
that the first company to pay taxes for
causing automation should be
Microsoft.

However, the tax-on-robots idea
is one response to growing fears that
the automation revolution will
increase inequality as many lose their
jobs while a few reap the benefits of
increased productivity and
profitability.

The new technologies will cause
uncontrollable disruption and add to
the social discontent and political
upheaval in the West which had
fuelled the anti-establishment votes
for Brexit and Donald Trump.

Disruption in developing
countries

Recent studies are showing that
deepening use of automation will
cause widespread disruption in many
sectors and even whole economies.
Worse, it is the developing countries
that are estimated to lose the most,
and this will exacerbate the already
great global inequalities.

The risk of automation to jobs in
developing countries is estimated to
range from 55-85%, according to a
study in 2016 by Oxford University’s

Martin School and Citi. Major
emerging economies will be at high
risk, including China (77%) and India
(69%), higher than the OECD
developed countries’ average risk of
57%.

The Oxford-Citi report, ‘The
future is not what it used to be’,
provides many reasons the
automation revolution will be
particularly disruptive in the
developing countries.

Firstly, there is ‘premature de-
industrialisation’ taking place as
manufacturing is becoming less
labour-intensive and many
developing countries have reached
the peak of their manufacturing jobs.
Manufacturing processes are more
automated today, also in low- and
middle-income developing countries.

Secondly, while 20th-century
technologies allowed companies to
shift production abroad to take
advantage of cheap labour, recent
developments in robotics and additive
manufacturing now enable firms to
locate production closer to domestic
markets in automated factories.
Seventy percent of clients surveyed
believe automation and 3D printing
developments will encourage
companies to move their manu-
facturing close to home.

China, South-East Asia and Latin
America have the most to lose from
this relocation, while North America,
Europe and Japan are the main
winners.

Thirdly, ‘the impact of
automation may be more disruptive
for developing countries, due to lower
levels of consumer demand and
limited social safety nets’ as compared
with the developed countries,
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according to a summary of the Oxford
Martin School report.

The report warns that developing
countries may even have to rethink
their overall development models as
the old ones that were successful in
generating growth in the past will not
work anymore.

‘In the light of these
technological developments,
industrialisation is likely to yield
substantially less manufacturing
employment in the next generation of
emerging economies than in the
countries preceding them. Hence it
will be increasingly difficult for
African and South American
manufacturing firms to create jobs in
the same numbers that Asian
countries have done. In other words,
today’s low-income countries will not
have the same possibility of achieving
rapid growth by shifting workers from
farms to higher-paying factory jobs.’

Instead of export-led manu-
facturing growth, developing
countries will need to search for new
growth models, said the report.
‘Service-led growth constitutes one
option, but many low-skill services
are now becoming equally
automatable.’

It cites a World Bank report
showing that developing countries are
highly susceptible to their workforce
being affected by increasing
automation, even relative to advanced
economies where labour costs are
high. Moreover, countries with lower
levels of GDP per capita typically
have a higher share of their workforce
‘at risk’.

‘Thus there are reasons to be
concerned about the future of income
convergence, as low income countries
are relatively vulnerable to
automation,’ concludes the report.

Another series of reports, by
McKinsey Global Institute, found that
49% of present work activities can be
automated with currently
demonstrated technology, and this
translates into $15.8 trillion in wages
and 1.1 billion jobs globally. About
60% of all occupations could see 30%
or more of their activities automated
and 5% of jobs can be entirely
automated. But more reassuringly, an

author of the report, James Manyika,
says the changes will take decades.

How automation affects jobs will
not be decided simply by what is
technically feasible. Other factors
include economics, labour markets,
regulations and social attitudes.

Which jobs are most susceptible?
While most people think they would
be in manufacturing, in fact many
jobs in services will also be disrupted.

The McKinsey study lists
accommodations and food services as
the most vulnerable sector in the US,
followed by manufacturing and retail.

In accommodations and food,
73% of activities workers perform can
be automated, including preparing,
cooking or serving food, cleaning
food-preparation areas, preparing
beverages and collecting dirty dishes.

In manufacturing, 59% of all
activities can be automated, especially
physical activities or operating
machinery in a predictable
environment.  Activities range from
packaging products to loading
materials on production equipment to
welding to maintaining equipment.

For retailing, 53% of activities
are automatable. They include stock
management, packing objects,
maintaining sales records, gathering
customer and product information,
and accounting.

A technology specialist writer
and consultant, Shelly Palmer, has
also listed elite white-collar jobs that
are at risk from ‘robots’ – which she
defines as technologies, such as
machine learning algorithms running
on purpose-built computer platforms,
that have been trained to perform
tasks that currently require humans to
perform. Those she assessed would
be displaced include middle
managers, salespersons, report
writers, journalists and announcers,
accountants, bookkeepers and
doctors.

Adverse effects

While some analysts are
enthusiastic about the positive effects
of the automation revolution, others
are alarmed by its adverse effects.

Certainly, the technological trend

will improve productivity per worker
that remains, and increase the
profitability of companies that
survive. While there are benefits at
the micro level for those companies
and individuals that thrive in the new
environment, there are adverse effects
at macro level, especially retrench-
ment for those whose jobs are no
longer needed.

What can be done to slow down
automation or at least to cope with its
adverse effects?

The Bill Gates proposal to tax
robots is one of the most radical. The
tax could slow down the
technological changes and the funds
generated by the tax could be used to
mitigate the social effects.

Another radical idea which is
generating a lot of debate is to provide
‘universal income’ to everyone
irrespective of whether they are
working. The high productivity will
allow everybody to be paid a
comfortable income, and thus there
is no need to worry that automation
will displace jobs.

Governments can also take the
attitude of ‘if you can’t beat them, join
them’. For example, China is seeing
major opportunities in joining the
technological revolution and has
drawn up plans to invest in robotics
and artificial intelligence.

Other, more conventional
proposals include upgrading the
education of students and present
employees to take on the new jobs
required in managing or working with
the automated production process,
and training workers to be made
redundant with the new skills needed
to work in the new environment.

Overall, however, there is likely
to be a net loss of employment, at least
in the short term, and thus the
potential for social discontent.

As for the developing countries
in general, there will have to be much
thinking of the implications of the
new technologies for their immediate
and long-term economic prospects,
and a major rethinking of economic
and development strategies is also
called for. – IPS ◆

Martin Khor is the Executive Director of the South
Centre, a think-tank for developing countries based
in Geneva, and former Director of the Third World
Network.
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Robots and industrialisation in
developing countries

How will the increasing use of robots in the industrialised countries affect the
growth prospects of developing countries? And how will the deployment of robots in

developing countries impact on their drive for industrialisation? The following UN
policy brief considers these vital questions.

INDUSTRIALISATION has
historically been synonymous with
development, while deindustrialisa-
tion is a well-established trend in
mature developed economies as they
move towards services-based
economies. Yet recent trends show
that many developing countries –
especially in Africa and Latin
America – have witnessed their shares
of manufacturing employment and
output shrinking long before they
have attained income levels
comparable to those in the developed
world. Such premature deindus-
trialisation began during the
adjustment programmes in the 1980s
and 1990s, yet has continued, as
commodity booms and speculative
financial inflows have led to currency
appreciation and a loss of
manufacturing competitiveness,
compounded by the rise of China’s
manufacturing exports.

The current question is therefore:
now that the commodity bonanza is
over, capital flows are reversing and
China is turning towards a more
balanced growth path driven more by
domestic demand than exports, how
can Africa and Latin America reignite
industrialisation? Whatever the
chosen strategy, it will have to
account for the rapidly increasing
spread of new automation tech-
nologies and artificial intelligence in
the form of robots.

Much of the discussion on the
economic effects of the use of robots
has concentrated on the effects in
developed countries. Optimists state
that any adverse effects will be
shortlived and that robots may help
overcome slowdowns in productivity
growth and increase worker income
and well-being. Pessimists point to

the rapid pace and increasing scope
of new technological breakthroughs,
and state that, due to their
microprocessors, robots may require
only a small number of better-skilled
workers for their operation, rather
than the requirement for large
numbers of low-skilled workers that
complemented earlier technological
breakthroughs such as the steam
engine. The result may be enduring
adverse employment and distri-
butional effects. Both narratives are
coherent and may actually occur
simultaneously, with benefits
accruing in productivity growth and
for better-skilled workers and the
owners of robots, while low-skilled
workers risk being impoverished.

Potential North-South
industrialisation effects of the

use of robots

The increased use of robots in
developed countries risks eroding the
traditional labour-cost advantage of

developing countries. If robots are
considered a form of capital that is a
close substitute for low-skilled
workers, then their growing use
reduces the share of human labour in
total production costs. Adverse effects
for developing countries may be
significant. According to some
estimates, for developing countries as
a group, the ‘share of occupations that
could experience significant
automation is actually higher in
developing countries than in more
advanced ones, where many of these
jobs have already disappeared’, and
this concerns about two-thirds of all
jobs.1

Reshoring economic activities to
developed countries is one
mechanism that could lead to
shrinking output and employment in
the manufacturing sector of
developing countries.

Developed countries may aim to
reshore in order to regain
international competitiveness in
manufacturing and stem the decline

C O V E R

Industrial robots at work in a car manufacturing plant. The increased use of robots in
developed countries risks eroding the traditional labour-cost advantage of develop-
ing countries.
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in manufacturing employment and the
polarisation of income that is to the
detriment of middle-class workers.
Reshoring could turn global value
chains on their head, and lead to their
decline as a potential industrialisation
strategy for developing countries.

Yet there is mixed evidence for
the importance of reshoring and its
underlying motivations. Some
reshoring has occurred, especially in
activities where automation and other
technological advancements are
important for production processes.
However, economy-wide effects are
minor. The slow pace of reshoring
may partly be explained by tepid
investment and sluggish aggregate
demand more generally. In addition,
developed countries now lack the
supplier networks that some
developing countries have built to
complement assembly activities.
Finally, offshoring continues to take
place, and while labour-cost
differentials remain a factor in the
decision of firms on where to locate
production, especially of goods with
a high labour content, demand factors
such as the size and growth of local
markets are becoming increasingly
important determinants. This means
that the production of labour-
intensive manufactures destined for
rapidly growing markets in large
developing countries that have
domestic production linkages is
unlikely to be reshored. The evidence
also shows, however, that where
reshoring to developed countries has
occurred, it has fallen short of
expected reindustrialisation effects.
Reshoring has mostly been
accompanied by capital investment,
such as in robots, with the minimal
job creation that has occurred being
concentrated in high-skilled activities,
and has thereby sharpened income
polarisation.2

Potential impacts of the use of
robots on industrial develop-
ment in developing countries

How might the use of robots
affect industrialisation prospects
within the group of developing
countries? Would the deployment of

robots in Africa and Latin America
help economies in these regions
benefit from potential export
opportunities in manufacturing
activities vacated by China as it shifts
towards a new growth model?

To the extent that relative factor
endowments determine the
international division of labour, the
use of robots could alter the location
of manufacturing of particular sorts
of goods and services by altering their
relative factor intensities. Assuming
that low-skilled human labour and the
use of robots are close substitutes and
that robots controlled by high-skilled
workers could perform, for example,
clothing production and electronics
assembly more efficiently than low-
skilled workers, then these activities
become relatively more skill-
intensive. Deploying more robots
than others would allow countries to
increase their relative supplies of
effective low-skilled labour
(including both low-skilled human
workers and robots).  Doing so would
allow countries with a low ratio of
low-skilled to high-skilled workers to
reduce their labour-cost disadvantage
and make labour-intensive manu-
facturing more competitive.

Accordingly, such activities
could shift from countries with a
relatively high ratio of low-skilled to
high-skilled workers, such as China,
to countries with a relatively low ratio,
such as in parts of Africa and Latin
America. The result would be a shift
in the latter countries’ sectoral
structure of output and export towards
a larger share of manufactures.

It is not clear whether such shifts
in activity in entire sectors may be
expected to occur. Drawing on
insights from more recent trade
theory, which stresses the importance
of firms and their heterogeneity in
terms of productivity even within
economic sectors, gives different
results. Productivity differences may
arise because some firms choose to
produce in more technology-intensive
ways, for example by deploying more
robots than other firms. This may
make them sufficiently competitive to
begin exporting. Such effects may be
reinforced by combining robotisation
with other new automation tech-
nologies, such as three-dimensional

printing. The latter lowers the costs
of prototyping and small-volume
production, and could facilitate the
initiation of manufacturing of new
products, whose large-scale pro-
duction could become economically
feasible through the deployment of
robots. Imitation by other manu-
facturers ready to undertake fixed-
cost investments in robots and other
automation technologies could boost
a country’s industrialisation level
generally and ignite a gradual
increase in the share of manufacturing
in its output and export structure.
Another effect of deploying robots
may be that this type of technology
upgrading helps firms at initially
lower productivity levels avoid being
driven out of the market through
import competition, and this could
help stem deindustrialisation. Intra-
industry reallocations of market
shares and productive resources
between firms are likely to be much
more pronounced than sector-wide
inter-industry reallocations that would
require factor-intensity changes of a
much wider range.

A country wishing to benefit from
such effects must deploy more robots
than others. According to data from
the International Federation of
Robotics, recent deployments of
industrial robots3 in developing
countries have been concentrated in
China, and the country is expected to
maintain its frontrunner status. In
response to a shrinking working-age
population and rising labour costs,
which have eroded the country’s
cheap-labour advantage, China has
embarked on a government-backed
robot-driven industrial strategy
entitled ‘Made in China 2025’. China
has bought more industrial robots
than any other country in each year
since 2013 and, by the end of 2016,
is likely to overtake Japan as the
world’s biggest operator of industrial
robots. While its robot density –
robots per industrial workers –
continues to fall short of that of
Germany, Japan and the Republic of
Korea, the rapid pace of robot
deployment is likely to significantly
reduce the erosion of China’s
comparative advantage in labour-
intensive manufacturing.4

The data also show, however, that
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industrial robots have primarily been
deployed in the automotive and
electrical and electronics industries.
This means that in developing
countries – such as Mexico and many
countries in Asia – those engaged in
export activities in these two sectors
are the most exposed to reshoring. By
contrast, in many labour-intensive
industries, such as garment-making,
widespread automation is not yet
suitable. While robots have become
cheaper, some developing countries
continue to have a large pool of cheap
labour. Thus, for those countries
whose major challenge is to create
jobs for a large number of low-skilled
entrants to the labour force – such as
in many parts of Africa – deploying
robots under current cost structures
may drive production costs up, rather
than down.

Looking beyond output effects,
the distributional impacts of robots on
employment and income in
developing countries will, at least
initially, tend to move against
inclusiveness, as in developed
countries. Job creation will tend to be
concentrated in high-skill activities,
with comparatively fewer benefits for
low-skilled and medium-skilled
workers.

The fiscal implications of robot
deployment remain an open question.
Clearly, without the introduction of a
major tax on robots as capital
equipment, robot-based manu-
facturing cannot boost the fiscal
revenues needed to finance both
social transfers, to support workers
made redundant by robots, and
minimum wages, to stem a decline in
the living standards of low-skilled and
medium-skilled workers.

Policy implications

Much of the debate on the
economic impacts of the use of robots
remains speculative, and disruptive
technologies always bring a mix of
benefits and risks. Whatever the
impacts, final outcomes will be
shaped by policies. A comprehensive
approach aimed at maximising the
benefits of the use of robots for
industrialisation in developing
countries includes consideration of

the following elements:
•  Any industrialisation strategy

in developing countries will benefit
from stable but expansionary global
economic conditions driven by
sustained productive investment and
supported by broad-based global
income growth. A policy shift in
developed countries towards
combining expansionary monetary
and credit policies with a proactive
fiscal stance and a sustained increase
in the share of wages in national
income could ignite a sustained
expansion of consumption and
productive investment, based on the
favourable income expectations of
consumers and positive demand
expectations of entrepreneurs. This
could turn around slowdowns in
productivity and global demand
growth, in the process boosting the
opportunities of developing countries
for industrialisation through
manufactured exports.

• To fully benefit from an
expanding global economy,
developing countries should embrace
the digital revolution. This requires
redesigning education systems to
create the managerial and labour
skills needed to operate new
technologies and widely diffuse the
benefits of their use, as well as to
complement them, as the combination
of skilled labour and automation may
be superior to either on its own. It also
requires establishing Internet links
between massive data storage and the
computing devices that power the
increased use of robots, and
developing the associated regulatory
frameworks. In addition to creating
benefits from automation,
digitalisation could open up new
development opportunities.

Combining robots and three-
dimensional printing could create
new possibilities for small enterprises
to overcome size limits in production
and to conduct business – both cross-
border and national – on a much
larger scale.

•   Robots are not yet suitable for
a range of labour-intensive industries,
leaving the door open for developing
countries to enter industrialisation
processes along traditional lines.

Garment-making has been a

stepping stone in many cases of
industrialisation, supported by
preferential market access conditions.
An expansion of the trade preference
programmes of developed countries
– such as by providing comprehensive
coverage of duty-free and quota-free
market access to labour-intensive
exports from developing countries,
combined with rules of origin that are
simple to use and flexible in meeting
producer needs  – could prove crucial,
especially for least developed
countries, in order to benefit from
China’s shift towards a new growth
model and to support initial stages of
industrialisation in these countries.
Moreover, enhanced regional trade
integration among developing
countries could help them attain a
market size that is sufficiently large
for even affiliates of transnational
corporations to forgo reshoring and
maintain production in these
countries.

• Building a dense network of
intra-sectoral and cross-sectoral
linkages and complementarities could
further stem the risk of reshoring,
even as the cost of owning and
operating robotics systems further
declines and the scope of
economically feasible automation
gradually broadens, to also affect
traditional, labour-intensive sectors
such as garment-making. This
requires enhanced public investment
in logistics and telecommunications
infrastructure and power and water
utilities, as well as in a supportive
technological environment and
innovation system. Also needed are
reliable supply networks that provide
production inputs of the right quality
at the right place and at the right time.

All of the above policies must be
undertaken within a whole-of-
government approach that also
guarantees macroeconomic stability
and the availability of investment
finance, adopts supportive industrial
policy, pursues an industrialisation
strategy aimed at the deployment of
automation technologies that boosts
the upgrading of labour skills and the
international competitiveness of
firms, and that expands social safety
nets and redistributive policies to
address the adverse effects on
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employment and inclusiveness that
will undoubtedly occur, at least in the
short term. ◆

The above was originally published by the United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) as a Policy Brief (No. 50, October
2016).

Notes

1. World Bank, 2016, World Devel-
opment Report 2016: Digital Div-
idends, Washington, D.C. These
estimates are aggregate numbers
that combine all economic sectors
(namely, agriculture, industry and
services).

2. The discussion in this paragraph
partly draws on M Cohen, S Cui, R
Ernst, A Huchzermeier, P Kouve-
lis, H Lee, H Matsuo, M Steuber
and A Tsayet, 2016, ‘Off-, on- or
reshoring: Benchmarking of cur-
rent manufacturing location deci-
sions’, The Global Supply Chain
Benchmark Consortium, available
at http://pulsar.wharton.upenn.edu/
fd/resources/20160321GSCBSFin
alReport.pdf (accessed 19 October
2016); and K De Backer, C Menon,
I Desnoyers-James and L Mouss-
iegt, 2016, ‘Reshoring: Myth or
reality?’, Science, Technology and
Industry Policy Papers No. 27, Or-
ganisation for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development, available at
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sci-
ence-and-technology/reshoring-
myth-or-reality_5jm56frbm38s-en
(accessed 19 October 2016).

3. According to the International
Organisation for Standardisation
series of standards on robots and
robotic devices – vocabulary
(8373), an industrial robot is an au-
tomatically controlled, repro-
grammable, multipurpose manipu-
lator programmable in three or
more axes, which may be either
fixed in place or mobile for use in
industrial automation applications.

4. China is also evolving as a major
producer of industrial robots, given
that its global rivals face higher
costs and are less able to understand
the needs of Chinese customers.
Building on these advantages, the
Chinese government recently re-
leased a guideline envisaging a tri-
pling of China’s annual production
of industrial robots by 2020 (see
http://www.china.org.cn/china/
O ff _ t h e _ Wi r e / 2 0 1 6 - 0 4 / 2 7 /
content_38337248.htm).
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From its epicentre in the major advanced
economies, the shockwaves of the crisis were
transmitted to Asia via trade and finance. To deal
with these damaging effects, most of the regional
economies adopted expansionary fiscal and
monetary policies, which have largely proved
effective in stabilizing conditions and promoting
recovery.

Whether this recovery will be sustainable,
however, will depend on how the developing
countries of Asia address the structural fragilities
the crisis has exposed in their economies. As this
book makes clear, the region’s economies should
seek to rebalance domestic and external sources
of growth, as well as pursue strategic rather than
full-blown integration with global financial
markets.
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individual countries from east,
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Digitalisation and the gig
economy: Implications for the

developing world
A global digital order is slowly taking shape but while the North is developing the norms
and policy principles for this order on the basis of its own interests, the developing world

remains at the margins of this process, say Parminder Jeet Singh and Richard Hill.
Unless they get their act together, the developing countries risk being locked into a

digital dependency which will ultimately impact on their national sovereignty.

GLOBAL regimes around trade,
investment and intellectual property
have mostly been conceptualised and
written by the North. Developing
countries were typically late to
understand their real implications, by
which time these had got too
entrenched to admit structural
changes towards fairly including
developing-country interests. A
similar situation is arising with regard
to the geo-economics of the global
digital phenomenon.

A global digital order is gradually
and steadily taking shape. Various
social sectors are getting transformed
by digital ‘platforms’, like the
information sector by Google,
commerce by Amazon, and urban
transportation by Uber. Companies
that own these platforms are largely
multinational, US-based monopolies.
They soak up free raw data from
developing countries and convert it
into ‘digital intelligence’, which is
employed in reorganisation and
consequent domination of all sectors.
Apart from becoming a sustained
model of economic exploitation of
developing countries, this new form
of digital dependency also carries dire
political, social and cultural
consequences.

Viewing the digital phenomenon
through narrow frameworks of a
promising industry and/or neutral tool
for socio-economic development,
developing countries have ignored
larger policy issues like internalising
network effects of data and digital
intelligence to support national

industry, regulation of platforms, and
ownership of publicly important
digital data. Thus developing
countries remain at the margins of
global Internet/digital governance
processes, with no vision or common
strategies, and the North continues to
develop the norms and policy
principles for the global digital
society on the basis of its interests and
its geopolitical vision.

The current times are of critical
importance to shaping the key
features of the emerging global digital
order. If existing trends continue,
developing countries will soon be
locked into strong digital dependency.
The global reach through the Internet
of unimaginably intelligent
technologies carries the very real
prospect of invasive domination by
the North and denial of national
sovereignty to developing countries.

The Global South needs to get its act
together by undertaking urgent
measures that range from
understanding and framing issues in
this domain, to establishing
appropriate mechanisms for South-
South cooperation and evolving
common geopolitical strategies for
engagement in global forums.

The importance of data

Big data is the key resource in the
digital space. It is freely collected or
mined from developing countries and
converted or manufactured into
digital intelligence in developed
countries, mostly the US. This digital
intelligence forms a kind of ‘social
brain’ that begins to control different
sectors and extract monopoly rents.

Uber’s chief asset, for instance,
is not a network of cars and drivers.
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It is digital intelligence about
commuting, public transport, roads,
traffic, city events, personal
behavioural characteristics of
commuters and drivers, and so on. To
judge how the digital society is being
shaped, just extrapolate this situation
to every sector; not only the regular
commercial ones but also key social
areas of education, health, agriculture
and, indeed, governance.

The last couple of years have
highlighted that big data (which
demands different theoretical
treatment than information) and
digital intelligence (artificial
intelligence or AI in technical jargon)
may be the real game changers. These
phenomena – which are developing
an autonomous ‘social brain’ and
‘social nervous system’ running
within and across sectors – are likely
to fundamentally change the way our
social institutions are organised. With
big-data- and AI-based processes, we
are witnessing an opposite trend of a
radical centralisation of intelligence
across our social systems.

This complicates the traditional
openness claims of information and
communication technologies (ICTs).
The impact of ICTs today goes much
beyond the sectors of information,
knowledge and cultural products, the
key focus of most open development
thinking, to encompass almost all
sectors.

It is important to frame who owns
data and digital intelligence, and how
their value should be socially
distributed. Most key data required
for policy-making is increasingly with
global data companies. Would the
society or government then buy data
and intelligence even for crucial
public purposes from these digital
companies, when the data actually
come from our various social and
personal interactions over digital
platforms? Does ownership of the
platform give corporations economic
ownership of all the data so
produced? Is ownership of data of
sensitive sectors to be treated
differently? These are key political
economy questions that must be
sorted out first.

Digital re-ordering of society

A global digital society is
unmistakably forming around us.
From daily lives of people getting
organised around the mobile phone;
to the small shopkeeper subscribing
to an Internet platform for accounting
and inventory management; to
governments unthinkingly ceding the
public responsibility of geo-mapping
and other public statistical activities
to global digital corporations, the
trends towards deep social changes
cannot be clearer. And all of these
have a strong global angle.
Meanwhile, we are still only at the
threshold of the digital society. The
fundamental transformation that our
societies will witness in the next few
decades could be compared to the
advent of the industrial society.

Two systemic elements of these
societal changes already stand out.
One is that, as a sector undergoes
digital transformation, it gets
organised around a networking
‘platform’. For instance, Google is the
platform for information, Facebook
for media, Uber for urban
transportation, and Airbnb for short-
term accommodation. This will
happen in all sectors. Companies are
vying to build similar monopoly
platforms for health, education,
agriculture services and so on.
Sectoral digital platforms of a
monopoly nature1 can be considered
as a generic feature of social re-
organisation under digital impact.

A related phenomenon is of big
data, the key resource of the new
socio-economic structures. Digital
services are routinely provided free
in exchange for this most valuable of
resources. As platforms monopolise
sectors, they collect vast amounts of
data for each sector.2 This data, fed
into digital cognitive systems,
whether algorithms or artificial
intelligence, produces the required
intelligence for the platforms to
increasingly dominate the respective
sectors. Data-fed intelligence is an
exponentially cumulative phenome-
non. The intelligent platform soon
begins to act as what could be
considered the ‘brain’ of that sector.

Such centralisation of ‘digital
intelligence’3 in data-run platforms,
and its commodification, enables a
business model that surpasses any
other in profitability and durability. Its
unbeatable network effect greatly
rewards centralisation and
monopolisation, quickly eliminating
most competition.

This model may be explained
through an analogy with a
hypothetical situation where human
body parts have to pay a rent to the
brain for every function they perform,
for partaking of its intelligence. At the
same time, every new detail of bodily
activity provides additional (free) data
to strengthen the brain’s leverage over
it. The defining feature of the
emerging digital society is the use of
disembodied, machine-based
intelligence for a very high degree of
integrated and autonomous
functioning of every sector – almost
like that of an organism. To occupy
the nodes or centres of such digital
intelligence will be the most effective
way to dominate the society or the
world, economically and politically.

Correspondingly, the most
important political economy question
for the digital society is whether the
disembodied intelligence enabling its
organic functioning should be treated
in a public goods framework4 or
whether it should primarily be a
private good, made available on rent.
Or should an appropriate middle
ground be sought between these two
political economy archetypes?

Without venturing any deeper
into these complex changes, let us
turn to their geo-economic
implication. Digital networks or
platforms are mostly global,
monopolistic and corporate-owned,
and almost all of them are centred in
the US. (Just one country, China, has
bucked this trend and thus qualifies
as a special case.) These platforms,
often providing so-called ‘free’
services, soak up huge amounts of
data from across the world, feeding
the ‘brains’ at the network centres.
The more a country avails of these
free digital services, the deeper it digs
itself into a hole in terms of the huge
outflows of that most vital resource,
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data, to the nerve centres or the
‘brains’ of global networks. This
resource is being hoarded at these
foreign centres for creating the digital
intelligence required to exercise
control over the country’s various
sectors and social systems.

A question arises: why does the
outflow of value at such a scale fail
to generate concern among those who
lose it? The reason is twofold. Firstly,
data is worthless without the means
to harness intelligence out of it. Such
means are resource-intensive and
highly centralised, and, at present, not
normally available at the peripheries
of the networks. Secondly, the current
major use of big-data-based digital
intelligence is for improving ‘free’
services like search and translation,
and for targeted and personalised
advertising. People may find the latter
somewhat irritating but accept it as a
small cost for the ‘free’ services that
bring them extraordinary benefits and
conveniences.

However, there is a limit to the
profits that can be made from
advertising. As discussed earlier, the
real digital age business model is
different. It is to monopolise and
commoditise big-data-based digital
intelligence for all sectors, for sectoral
consolidation and systemic control.
The real costs involved are: (1) social
and long-term, as unregulated
monopolies begin to leverage their
positions for profiteering and curbing
competition and innovation; and (2)
geo-economic and geopolitical, as
key national resources of personal and
social data,5 as well as data from
inanimate sources connected to the
Internet of Things, are siphoned off
and exploited by foreign corporations
and governments.

One can already witness how
global digital platforms employ data-
fed digital intelligence to dominate
the ‘commanding heights’ of every
sector, and of society. In areas of early
digital advance like automobiles and
health, standoffs6 and alliances7

between digital corporations and
corporations traditionally dominating
these sectors reflect the ongoing
power struggles. Interesting new
corporate directions are emerging;

Google is getting into cars8 and
Monsanto is becoming a data
company.9

Facebook, with its new ‘Instant
Articles’ platform, is set to become
the arbiter of what is news.10 Uber
seeks to dominate urban
transportation, through control over
data that its operations provide.11

Monsanto employs digital
intelligence to infringe farmers’
autonomy.12 Google has been accused
of directing queries on its search
engine towards its own companies.13

In this race for monopolistic control,
not even public policy-making and
governance are to be spared. Smart-
city-oriented platforms represent
moves in this direction.14 Public
statistics critical for public policy are
now being displaced by privately
generated and owned digital
intelligence in all social areas. Soon,
public authorities will need to
regularly buy the necessary ‘public’
data and statistics from these digital
platforms. Apart from the huge public
finance implications, the political
issues arising from almost all of these
platforms being US-based should be
obvious.

In short, our societies are
reorganising around networked
systems with disembodied, machine-
based intelligence. As the brains of
our societies, such digital intelligence
systems or platforms will centrally
coordinate and thus control all
sectors. They are globally organised,
corporate-owned and unregulated,
and have a marked monopolistic
tendency. Almost all of them are
currently based in the US. This is an
extremely important geo-economic
and geopolitical issue that begs urgent
attention.

 Geopolitics of data-based
intelligence

What are the options for
developing countries under these
circumstances? It is certainly not to
step back to pre-digital social forms.
The problems with Uber’s increasing
control over urban transportation, and
its data, for instance, cannot be
addressed by mandating that old-

fashioned metered taxis alone will be
allowed, or even by favouring them.
A city taxi service on a digital
platform is hugely efficient; there is
no going back from it. The issues for
public consideration and decision are
different, like: How can such
platforms be regulated, so that they
do not profiteer by exploiting either
taxi drivers or commuters? Can and
should the huge network efficiencies
be internalised within the local social
system – a community or city? Who
owns the publicly beneficial digital
intelligence arising from taxi
operations, for example that which
could be crucial to town planning?
Should certain key digital platforms
be considered public goods, to be
provided by a public agency, through
cooperatives15 or by private
companies as licensed by the state?

From a geo-economic and
geopolitical perspective, the key
considerations are: Can and should
the efficiencies that arise from
platform-based digital management
of a social system be internalised
within the country, preventing
avoidable resource outflows to other
countries (as China has quite
effectively done)? Is there a need and
a possibility for supporting domestic
competition, enforcing, for example,
some amount of data transparency,
platform interoperability and open
standards? Should some areas of
digital operations be reserved for
domestic players? What kind of
regulation, especially of foreign
operators, would ensure a fair profit
for the value added, and a fair private
ownership of data versus its public
availability as a commons?16 What
kind of political due diligence and
regulation is required for politically
and socially sensitive data? How can
South-based digital corporations
operate successfully in global markets
and dominate them?

Many more policy concerns
exist, for instance, around the agency
and responsibility of artificial
intelligence and robots, in their many
implications in almost all areas, from
fake news to social welfare to
criminal justice administration and
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warfare. Our listing of some issues in
this emerging sector does not intend
to map its vast expanse; it merely
underlines its fundamental social and
geopolitical importance.

Looking beyond trade,
investment and intellectual property,
it is time for developing countries to
include centrally in their geo-
economic calculations this new and
extremely significant digital sector. To
give an analogy with industrial-age
geo-economics, digital data is the raw
material collected from developing
countries on extremely unfair terms,
which gets ‘manufactured’ into digital
intelligence in developed countries,
largely the US, and then sold back to
developing countries. The analogy,
however, holds only partially because
the manufactured product, digital
intelligence, is mostly not actually
sold back; it is employed to develop
new digitally enabled services in all
sectors which are then sold or, more
commonly, rented.17

In the emerging global digital
order, developing countries, with the
exception of China, are pushed to the
periphery even more than in the
traditional geo-economic arenas. A
handful of nodes or centres, almost
all of them in the US, control global
networks of digital intelligence.
Going by current trends, the level of
structural dependency of developing
countries in the digital society context
is evidently going to be higher than
ever. The phenomenon has also been
called digital colonisation.

Developing countries must
recognise data and digital intelligence
as vital economic resources. To the
extent their economic value can be
internalised within national borders,
it must be done. Global flows and
trade of these vital resources should
be on fair terms, ensuring national
economic benefits as well as social
and cultural protections. The social
significance and value of big data and
digital intelligence is immense and
primary. This requires close
regulation, as well as possible public
or cooperative ownership, of many
aspects of the digital phenomenon.
The limited scope of this article does

not allow a greater elaboration of such
needs and possibilities.

Meanwhile, we must make it
clear that we are not advocating
digital de-globalisation. What is
sought is simply a fair place for
developing countries, and for public
interest, in the emerging global digital
order. Unfortunately, not even a
beginning has yet been made in the
direction of framing this very
important sector from a Southern
perspective. There also exists no
meaningful global forum where
developing countries can get together
to do so, away from the domineering
gaze of the very same global digital
corporations whose power needs to
be checked.

Missing the larger picture,
developing countries continue to view
the digital sector as a set of
technologies, as a promising national
industry, and/or as providing
apolitical tools for social
development. It may be useful to
briefly deconstruct these currently
dominant stances.

The technology-centric view
places the digital or ICTs
phenomenon in technology-related
global forums and normative systems,
like those calling for ‘technology
transfer’. Digital technologies,
however, are a unique case of
distributed social technologies that do
not easily lend themselves to
traditional technology transfer
frameworks. ‘Open technologies’ and
‘technology commons’ models,
already strong movements in the civil
society space, may be more
appropriate for developing countries
to promote in this regard. Besides, the
digital phenomenon today is more
centrally about a set of deep social-
structural changes, as discussed, and
not just some technologies. This calls
for a very different geopolitical
approach.

Next, the phenomenon is
interpreted by developing countries
mostly in relation to the national
information technology (IT) industry.
This industry sector has great
potential for developing countries in
terms of job creation, economic
growth and foreign trade, as well as

society-wide efficiency gains. The
geopolitical manifestation of such an
orientation is that of developing
countries cosying up to digital
corporations at the top of global
digital value chains, and to the US,
the main home of these corporations.
While mutually beneficial economic
relationships are useful to foster, they
do not necessitate sacrificing a
country’s overall policy thinking and
policy space for the digital
phenomenon in pursuance of national
interest. It may be pertinent to note
that one of the largest recipients of
IT-related foreign investments from
the US is China, a country with strong
and independent political thinking in
the digital arena which has not shied
away from supporting its local
industry, nor from imposing strong
regulatory conditions on foreign
firms.

The third major way that
developing countries view the digital
phenomenon is through its social
development role. Digital
technologies are indeed
transformative and can change the
trajectories of social development. In
global forums concerning
development, like those on the
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), ICTs get treated as basically
apolitical tools for development. This
may result in US-based digital
platforms getting pushed deeper into
national social systems, including
through foreign public and private aid
or investment. Their immediate
benefits look huge and are difficult
to resist. But these must not come at
the cost of a country neglecting the
larger structural aspects of the digital
phenomenon, as discussed. A good
understanding of these aspects would
help developing countries take the
necessary policy and regulatory
decisions, balancing immediate
requirements with long-term
economic and political imperatives.
This will also shift the nature of their
engagement in global political
forums.

In a word, there exists a
significant mismatch between the
most important geo-economic and
geopolitical implications of the digital
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phenomenon and the way developing
countries have been viewing it at the
global level. This has resulted in
developing countries getting trapped
in new extractive global economic
relationships, and also excluded from
processes shaping the global digital
norms and policies.

Accessing the network

Fronting for the global big
business, developed countries make
three key demands at digital trade
talks. The first is for free and
unhindered access to the ‘network’
running throughout our society to
mine social and personal data from
every nook and corner. This includes
full access to local networks, the right
to set up networks, no customs duties
on digital goods, no requirement for
local presence, no commitments on
local technology use or technology
standards, and no source-code
transparency for digital applications
that run through our social and
personal spaces. Basically,
developing countries must give up
their right to regulate digital
technologies and networks within
their territory.

Such regulation is in fact required
to ensure a level playing field, open
standards, privacy- and security-
related protections, promoting local
technology content and other positive
discriminations, like for open-source
software (which, for example, is
Indian policy for public sector use),
and economic and social protections.
We are being asked to give up our
technology or digital sovereignty
even before we have been able to
identify and institute our digital rights,
policies, laws and regulation.

The second demand in trade
discussions is for ensuring completely
free flow of data across borders, with
no requirement for local storing, even
for sensitive sectors like governance,
banking, health, etc. Free global flow
of data is a significant expression of
self-declared ownership by global
digital corporations over the social
and personal data that they collect
from everywhere.

The third key demand is for the

exclusion from future regulation of all
services – which will of course
include e-versions of every sector –
other than those already committed to
a so-called ‘negative list’.

Some developing countries have
been resisting global digital trade
negotiations – and rightly so, as
explained below. The World Trade
Organisation (WTO)’s ministerial
conference in Argentina in December
2017 will be a key battleground for
whether the WTO should start
negotiating digital trade issues. These
issues also figure in the Regional
Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP) talks among
countries in the Asia-Pacific region.
Developing countries must resist any
digital trade negotiations at this time.
They have little to gain from them and
much to lose. They must first build
their digital sovereignty – and digital
rights – before they can begin
negotiating a part of it in global trade
talks.

Way forward for developing
countries

In the long and arduous journey
towards a fair, rule-based global
digital order, the first and the most
important step for developing
countries is to seek a new United
Nations-based venue for Internet/
digital policy-making. The
International Telecommunication
Union (ITU) views digital issues from
a technology angle, the First
Committee of the UN General
Assembly from a geo-security
perspective, the WTO from a global
trade vantage, and the UN Human
Rights Council from a human rights
standpoint. Such divided and partial
views of the complex society-wide
changes that are underway are very
sub-optimal, apart from leaving huge
gaps of uncovered areas. What is
required is a holistic treatment of the
powerful transversal elements of the
digital phenomenon in their impact on
all aspects of society.

Developing countries must
connect their new understanding of
digital issues to geopolitics at
traditional venues, for instance

concerning issues of e-commerce at
the WTO, technology protection
measures18 for intellectual property at
the World Intellectual Property
Organisation (WIPO), global
corporate tax avoidance and global
micro-payments for digital services at
finance-related forums, human rights
abuses by global digital corporations
at the UN Human Rights Council,
structural digital issues that impact a
country’s right to development at
development-related forums, and so
on.

Cooperation among developing
countries must be strengthened in this
vital area by exploring a new South-
South forum on digital society issues.
With a new kind of society just
beginning to take shape, digital
society issues and politics are only
going to become more and more
important as well as complex. Such a
new forum should have a strong
knowledge development component,
which could be handled by a
developing-country think-tank like
the South Centre. On the other hand,
the knowledge needs for this sector
are so intense and dynamic, and the
absence of expertise in developing
countries so stark, that a separate,
fully resourced organisation may be
required just for this purpose. One of
the larger developing countries can
take the initiative to fund and host
such an organisation, which could be
affiliated to the South Centre.

An immediately needed first step
is to take up informal work to develop
geopolitical understanding, norms,
principles and policy frameworks for
the digital society from a Southern
standpoint. This should be
encouraged and supported at
academic centres, policy think-tanks,
and through workshops and
conferences. To begin with, it would
be most useful to organise a large
workshop over 2-3 days on framing
the developing countries’ location in
the global digital order. It can try to
develop a template of basic issues and
possible positions on the geopolitics
of the digital society. The South
Centre may want to consider
organising it.

To reiterate, calling for
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developing countries to understand
and focus on their national and
collective interests does not mean
advocating digital de-globalisation.
What is sought is a global digital order
that is just and fair for everyone,
including developing countries. Such
an order has to be based on rules that
are developed in a public and
democratic manner. It cannot be a
patchwork of opportunistic
arrangements among powerful
economic and political actors, done
in opaque and underhand ways,
which is the dominant mode today.
These arrangements are justified
through novel political terms spun by
Northern think-tanks, like equal-
footing multistakeholderism, issue-
based networks, and flexible and
distributed governance. Developing
countries have issued no response so
far to this ideological barrage. They
need to urgently shape new discursive
tools as well as undertake strategic
actions in order to defend their
geopolitical interests.

In the long run, a global digital
order based on fair rules will be best
for everyone – rich and poor,
developed and developing countries.
The current crucial formative period
of a new kind of society with digitally
mediated social structures calls for a
new global social compact. Short-
term and narrow self-interest must be
set aside at such historic moments for
the larger common good. If a level
playing field with fair rules is
developed, it can ensure a fruitful
game for everyone. In default, we will
remain stuck with a fundamentally
defective social design that will serve
no one in the longer run. By taking
the lead towards a fair, rule-based
global digital society, developing
countries would be doing everyone,
not just themselves, a favour. ◆
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Notes

1 Monopoly behaviour in the digital
sector is unprecedented, due to the
network effects that provide posi-
tive economies of scale. In some
areas there may exist a (very) few
oligopolies, mostly no more than
two or three, but the trend remains
towards monopolisation.

2 Data is collected from people’s
digital interactions as well as from
inanimate objects connected
through what is called the Internet
of Things.

3 We use ‘digital intelligence’ in pref-
erence to the more common term
‘artificial intelligence’ or AI be-
cause the latter has strong techni-
cal connotations whereas we wish
to focus on the implicated social
phenomenon – less in terms of how
such intelligence technically gets
formed and operates and more with
regard to its social manifestation
and impacts. Also, AI is just one
form of digital intelligence, al-
though increasingly ascendant and
all-dominating. Straightforward
data analytics and algorithms too
contribute significant ‘digital intel-
ligence’. Importantly, this ‘digital
intelligence’ is a kind of ‘collective
intelligence’ as against the normal
notion of individual intelligence.

4 Public goods are not necessarily all
publicly or state-provided. These
could be provided by private play-
ers but with strong regulation, of-
ten under public licence, like com-
munication services, health ser-
vices, education and so on.

5 While much gets spoken about
‘personal data’, there is little dis-
cussion on data which may not per-
tain to individual persons but is
about the behaviour of larger so-
cial units, like a classroom or daily
commuters in a city, which is what
we call ‘social data’. Although no
privacy implications may be in-
volved in the case of social data –
often constructed out of
anonymised personal data – it is an
equally important economic re-
source as personal data. This also
shows very well how the digital
society discourse remains entirely
perched on civil and political rights
and has not extended to cover so-
cial, economic and cultural rights,
and the right to development.

6 http://www.patentlyapple.com/pa-

tently-apple/2015/09/daimler-ceo-
rants-that-they-wont-be-the-
foxconn-of-car-makers-for-
apple.html

7 http://www.theverge.com/2016/8/
1 / 1 2 3 4 0 4 5 4 / g s k - g o o g l e -
bioelectronic-medicine-company

8 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/
13/technology/google-parent-com-
pany-spins-off-waymo-self-driv-
ing-car-business.html?_r=0

9 http://www.motherjones.com/envi-
ronment/2014/11/monsanto-big-
data-gmo-climate-change

10 https://www.theguardian.com/me-
dia/greenslade/2016/jun/15/
facebook-is-an-existential-threat-
to-newspapers

11 https://www.tnooz.com/article/
uber-data-boston/

12 https://policyreview.info/articles/
analysis/ethics-big-data-big-agri-
culture

13 https:/ /www.ft .com/content/
643 f49ec -e285-11e4-aa1d-
00144feab7de

14 http://www.theverge.com/2016/11/
30/13793262/alphabet-sidewalk-
labs-contest-internet-city-google

15 There is a new movement called
‘platform cooperativism’. It may be
logical, for instance, for a coopera-
tive of taxi owners to run the digi-
tal platform for city taxis.

16 Commons for data is a more com-
plex matter than for information,
which can be developed just by
putting it in the public domain or
under creative commons licences.
Data commons require new kinds
of institutional arrangements that
are beyond the scope of this article
to go into, other than to state that
they are possible.

17 The digital society business mod-
els are more often about renting
than selling. Here, even after pay-
ing, the consumer never actually
owns anything; she is only using
‘things’ under licence conditions.
Such licensed right to use can be
unilaterally revoked at any time. US
laws that form the core of the glo-
bal techno-legal regime, like the
Digital Millennium Copyright Act,
underpin such exploitative eco-
nomic relationships.

18 Technology protection measures
are means that are coded into digi-
tal artefacts to prevent copyright
violation. They mostly exert a
maximalist copyright enforcement,
including making legitimate fair
use impossible.
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IN my new book Working the
Phones,1 I worked in a call centre to
try to understand the labour process,
management techniques, and new
forms of resistance and organisation.
This article connects the development
of new managerial methods of
surveillance and control, often tied up
with automation, from the call centre
to the new ‘gig economy’.

The recent rise of Uber, and new
‘Uber for X’-type companies like
Deliveroo, represents a new shift in
employment relations, tipping the
balance of power greatly in favour of
capital. This is reliant on contractually
outsourcing labour, a legalistic trick,
backed up with new technological
methods of surveillance and control.
Call centres have provided an
important site to understand these
changes as they were at the cutting
edge of both outsourcing and
developing these technologies. What
follows is an argument linking the call
centre to the new gig economy,
through an understanding of
automation and technology, while
also presenting some initial findings
from a new project with Deliveroo
workers.

Automation

Automation has become a
particularly fashionable topic of
discussion, both on the left and more
broadly. Automation has the potential
to transform work on a scale not seen
since the industrial revolution,
creating vast swathes of
unemployment, seen for example in
the claim that just under half of all
jobs are at risk of automation.2 Nick
Srnicek and Alex Williams have
raised the importance of contesting
how automation happens, arguing for

a universal basic income as one
response.3

The key to understanding
automation is that it is not a neutral
process: it can serve the interests of
the powerful, or enable free workers
to spend their time on other things.
Much like the application of
technology more generally, it is a
contested process. For example,
automation first involved augmenting
work in various ways. It has been
altering tasks carried out by labour for
a very long time, but most often it falls
far short of the science-fictional future
of sentient robots and frictionless
interactions that it promises.

Call centres have developed over
time with the increasing application
of technology to the labour process.
At first, workers manually dialled
numbers from sheets of paper, but
over time these environments have
been transformed into workplaces
deeply shaped by the integration of

computers and telephones. Automatic
dialling resulted in workers making
many more calls, reducing to a
minimum the time between calls. The
scripting of phone conversations took
away some of the mental labour
involved in the phone conversation,
rationalising and regularising it.
These greatly boosted the
productivity of call centre workers,
augmented through technological
speed-up. This was successful in call
centres because the integration of
telephones and computers makes the
work particularly susceptible to this.4

Call centres also emerged at a time
of deregulation, often in the financial
sector in the UK, leading to a rapid
growth of sales operations.5

The next stage of automation
brought the possibility of not only
augmenting how work is carried out,
but displacing people from the
process entirely in some sectors. This
raises the possibility of mass
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Automate this!: Delivering
resistance in the gig economy
In the workplace, automation and technology have tipped the balance of power

greatly in favour of capital but, as Jamie Woodcock explains, workers are
contesting this situation, logging out and calling the shots.

Workers with online food delivery company Deliveroo protesting outside its head-
quarters in London, August 2016.
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unemployment as a result. But the
history of technology in the
workplace has been one marked by
the contested introduction of new
methods of managerial surveillance
and control, involving a fight over
how work is carried out and under
what conditions.

This next shift involves increased
technological capabilities of
automation. Marx makes an
important distinction between the
‘tool’ and the ‘machine’ which is
useful to consider here. The machine
was ‘a mechanism that, after being set
in motion, performs with its tools the
same operation as the worker
formerly did with similar tools.’6 This
replication of labour often carries with
it errors and mistakes, particularly as
the real world is much more
contradictory and messy than
planning allows for. For example,
robotic assembly lines tend to need
workers on hand to correct
misalignment and things falling out
of place. This next wave of
automation will be led by a new kind
of automation: instead of just
automating tasks on the basis of
recreating the previous actions of the
worker, it is automation assisted by
artificial intelligence that can self-
correct and learn in various ways.

The risk is considering
automation in very general terms,
thinking about it as a point of rupture
that will trigger an epochal shift in
human existence, a stepping stone to
Ray Kurzweil’s ‘singularity’.7

However, as Michael Burawoy has
argued, ‘in reality, machinery
embraces a host of possibilities, many
of which are systematically thwarted,
rather than developed, by capital.’8

Technological progress is not linear,
but its possibilities are deeply shaped
by capital. In the workplace
specifically, Harry Braverman has
argued, technology was tied up with
both efficiency and control, as
‘machinery offers to management the
opportunity to do by wholly
mechanical means that which it had
previously attempted to do by
organisational and disciplinary
means.’9 This method of control is
one that has had great success in call

centres, creating conditions of post-
industrial work that have ‘become not
Daniel Bell’s dream, but Harry
Braverman’s nightmare.’10

Platform capitalism and the
gig economy

The call centre can be understood
as an archetypal form of
contemporary work, coming to
symbolise the shifts from
manufacturing to service work.
Workers are often outsourced and
generally employed in precarious
conditions, with work that is stressful,
difficult and emotionally draining. In
the absence of strong trade unionism
or workplace organisations,
management has had relatively free
rein to design and implement despotic
methods creating, in effect, an
‘electronic Panopticon’.11 The high
levels of surveillance have become
synonymous with this kind of work,
along with the pervasive use of
metrics and perverse attempts at
gamification.

The call centre provides a
powerful model for managers to drive
down costs and exploit workers, with
its inspiration increasingly present
across other kinds of work. The
development of these technological
methods of surveillance and control
has provided valuable insights for
how to manage the transformation of
work following the 2008 financial
crisis, in what Paul Mason has
described as a jobless recovery.12 The
growth of the gig economy has been
driven by the ‘lean platform
economy’, growing within a context
which ‘ultimately appears as an outlet
for surplus capital in an era of ultra-
low interest rates and dire investment
opportunities rather than the vanguard
destined to revive capitalism.’13

These platforms claim to bring
together people needing a service
with those prepared to provide it: taxi
journeys in the case of Uber, while
for Deliveroo it is food delivery. The
workers at Deliveroo and Uber are
currently misclassified as self-
employed independent contractors,
despite having to pay a deposit for a
uniform that they are expected to

wear, and employment relations that
are much like those for a worker, but
shorn of most responsibilities for the
employer. It is therefore a deliberate
choice in this article to use the term
‘worker’, as opposed to the long-form
legal construct that currently supports
the business model of these
platforms.14 This process of
contractually outsourcing the workers
has been described as ‘digital black
box labour.’15 This captures how
organisations try to obscure the labour
that is key to their business models,
reducing the liabilities of the company
and making it look like a more
attractive investment opportunity.
Therefore, it is an important task to
reveal the conditions of this kind of
work, along with challenging its false
categorisation.

At Deliveroo, the electronic
panopticon of the call centre is being
adapted to a geographically dispersed
context that is mediated online. This
results in workers taking on and
internalising the pressures of
management, often backed up by
direct punishment or the
precariousness of insecure contracts.
In call centres this has resulted in high
rates of turnover and a near-
universally reviled workplace
experience – both for workers and for
the people being called. For workers
in the gig economy, whether driving
Uber taxis or dropping off takeaways
for Deliveroo, this pressure is
manifested via an online app. Workers
are monitored in great detail, noting
the exact times and routes taken,
while customers provide their own
ratings.

But unlike in the call centre, the
contact between a Deliveroo worker
and management is extremely limited.
The contractual outsourcing not only
establishes precarious employment
conditions, but also operates within a
setting in which workers may have
physical contact with the company
only when they sign up – and this
contact is with other precarious
workers assigned to the recruitment
centres – or with call centre workers
when something goes wrong.

Instead of the physical
supervision and management found
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in the factory regime, or the
augmented supervisor in the call
centre, there is management by the
algorithm panopticon. In the
interviews I have conducted so far,
Deliveroo workers have detailed how
‘there isn’t that person telling you
what to do, it’s the algorithm’ and that
‘the algorithm is the boss. They work
on the algorithm, we work on the
algorithm, they just interpret the
numbers that we come out with.’16

The management function comes
mainly in the form of emails that rate
performance, although these don’t tell
workers the actual targets, only
whether they were meeting them or
not. This introduces that demand to
self-regulate found with the
panopticon, inculcating the feeling of
being constantly tracked and
watched, despite the lack of a physical
boss or supervisor.

Rather than eliminating the
possibility of resistance, this new
incarnation of the panopticon creates
a twofold precarity on the Deliveroo
platform. The lack of employment
rights and the dangerous nature of the
work means that workers are left with
little protection. As one interviewee
explained: ‘I am young, I don’t have
any family to care for, it’s not all that
bad for me short term. But long term
you’re scared, you’re scared. If I want
to go holidays I need to keep money,
if I crash or broke my leg so I can’t
work. If I can’t work I can’t pay the
rent, I can’t go holidays so it’s a
process that’s quite hard.’17

These conditions create clear
structural difficulties for organising,
but also mask a precarity for the
platform itself. The management
function that is found in other
workplaces is also mostly outsourced
in this lean platform model, meaning
that the organisation has relatively
few tools at its disposal to deal with
organised resistance.18

How workers are resisting in
the gig economy

My interest in the gig economy
began from a similar starting point to
the project with call centres: here was
a new and rapidly growing form of

work which had clear grievances but
no signs of traditional workplace
organisation. Just like in call centres,
the possibility for workers in the gig
economy to organise has been written
off too quickly. The refrain with Uber
drivers was that they had no physical
workplace, no way of meeting up, so
could not form the networks needed
to organise. It is perhaps more
accurate to say that these doubts were
held by people thinking they could not
reach Uber drivers to organise them,
a defence from the perspective of
existing trade unions about why they
could not justify campaign resources.

Instead, what Deliveroo shows is
that often these platforms require
workers to collect at various points –
meeting points – so that workers are
in the prime position to start a
delivery. Even without this, Deliveroo
drivers meet at various points around
the city, from popular restaurants to
busy junctions, now a ubiquitous sight
across London. Uber recognised that
it was easy to find Deliveroo drivers,
with multiple reports of Deliveroo
orders to the Uber headquarters,
where managers tried to recruit
drivers to the rival service. These
workers are not completely fractured
across digital platforms, but remain
embedded within the streets and
roads, very real parts of the city. It
should also be noted that Uber drivers
also have to present documents, and
the offices where this happens
provide an important point of
potential contact, despite the fact an
Uber driver is only ever a short drive,
and a request on an app, away in
London.

Unlike the call centre project,
where I worked undercover for six
months, I’ve been involved in an
activist ethnography with Deliveroo
workers since last year. This has
meant taking part in some
campaigning before the strike, along
with more activity that followed the
wildcat action. As I have detailed
elsewhere,19 the self-organisation of
the Deliveroo workers, along with the
support of the couriers’ branch of the
Independent Workers Union of Great
Britain (IWGB), has been hugely
inspiring. The six-day strike was a

spontaneous response to Deliveroo’s
unilateral attempt to remove the hour
rate of pay and replace it with only
per-drop payments. This action was
organised primarily on WhatsApp,
building on pre-existing networks,
some of which were formed at the
meeting points assigned in each area
by Deliveroo. What followed was a
lively campaign which was widely
circulated on social media.

At the UberEATS strike, which
followed soon after the strike at
Deliveroo last year, a similar
approach was attempted. There was
a special offer for the Uber service
that meant the first order received a
£5 discount. The workers on strike,
along with some from Deliveroo,
realised they could take advantage of
this offer. They started making orders
for less than £5 worth of food, getting
both a free meal and another driver
who could be convinced to join the
wildcat action. Those on strike
crowded around the driver cheering
and chanting ‘log out’ – the gig-
economy equivalent of downing tools
– in a spontaneous picket line. Uber,
who were well aware of the action
taking place, found a workaround to
stop orders to the demonstration,
preventing any further drivers joining
that day.

As one of the drivers I
interviewed about this explained, as
well as the entertainment the strikers
got out of the action, they also showed
they could ‘occupy the system in a
way ... if it’s a wildcat strike ... it’s
like a sit-in.’20 This was followed by
discussions of how the platforms
could be used against themselves,
similar to the use of ‘call attacks’ in
inbound call centres in Turkey, where
activists organise mass phone calling
to call centres in order to spread
information and try to organise
them.21

The campaign at Deliveroo is
continuing to build, with the IWGB
now fighting for trade union
recognition. This would mean a huge
change in conditions for Deliveroo
workers if it is successful, since, if the
bogus employment status is
overturned, workers would be entitled
to holiday and sick pay amongst other
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rights. This has been followed by
campaigns in Leeds, Bristol, Brighton
and an increasing number of places
where Deliveroo is setting up. There
was also a recent strike of Italian
workers at Foodora, a similar food
delivery company.22 These events are
proving that it is possible for workers
to organise in the gig economy,
experimenting with new ways to
organise while adapting older
techniques.

Automation in transport and
delivery work

Class struggle in call centres
takes a particular flavour and form
due to the widespread refusal of work
and (perhaps necessary) lack of a
more positive vision for what a sales
call centre could be used for. There is
a different dimension with transport
and delivery work, given that an
alternative way of running this is
currently being forced onto the near-
horizon. Uber has made it very clear
its aim is to automate its services with
driverless cars, already testing
services with Toyota, Volvo and now
Mercedes-Benz that will see the
company ‘run a network of driverless
cars that can be booked through
Uber’s app.’23 At Deliveroo this
remains a possibility, although rival
company Just Eat had already begun
testing a robot delivery vehicle in
London. As an analyst at TCC Global
remarked, ‘It’s a laudable and
adventurous idea, but I also wonder
how this could be rolled out at scale
when there is already a very low cost
human alternative.’24 Despite this,
autonomous vehicles and drones are
falling in price, and are much more
cooperative than human workers,
meaning the automation of these
sectors is rapidly becoming a
possibility. From a purely academic
perspective, this can create a sense of
inevitability and defeat – these sectors
are going to be automated anyway, so
why should we be concerned with the
emergence of struggle here?

Automation, like the technology
that facilitates and develops it, is not
neutral. Rather, it emerges from

particular sets of social relations,
reflecting the context from which it
emerges, and going on to be used as
part of an intervention into those
social relations. The contest over
automation needs to be considered
from the perspective of workers who
are currently doing this work,
resisting its reorganisation, and
thinking what alternatives might look
like. As Marx observed:

‘The special skill of each
individual machine-operator, who has
now been deprived of all significance,
vanishes as an infinitesimal quantity
in the face of the science, the gigantic
natural forces, and the mass of the
social labour embodied in the system
of machinery, which, together with
these three forces, constitutes the
power of the “master”.’25

The ‘master’ is now greatly
augmented by new technology,
holding the threat of automation over
increasingly broad groups of workers.
This threat makes it even more
important to find ways to fight to
make machinery no longer serve the
‘master’, seeing these not as losing
battles but as part of an alternative.
Rather than uncritically accepting or
rejecting new technology, we need to
start our analysis from these
questions. This means thinking about
who designs this technology and
under what pressures, what new
forms of organisation and exploitation
emerge from their use, and how
technology is transforming work and
everyday lives more generally.

From call centre to the gig
economy, technology has been used
to dominate and exploit workers.
However, it is worth remembering
that computers and automation once
promised exciting possibilities, but
this creativity and potentiality were
twisted and re-worked into the
platform capitalism of the present.
Through work we can understand that
despite the dystopian indications, this
present remains contested, and that a
new kind of politics can once again
force the liberatory potential of
technology back onto the political
horizon. ◆

Jamie Woodcock is a fellow at the London School
of Economics and Political Science (LSE) and au-
thor of Working the Phones, a book about control
and resistance in call centres. His latest project is
about Deliveroo and the gig economy. He is also
currently doing research on digital labour, technol-
ogy, management and videogames. The above ar-
ticle is reproduced from Mute (www.metamute.org),
an online magazine dedicated to exploring culture
and politics after the Net.
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The gig economy
The gig economy is a fitting feature of a fly-by-night world in which nothing

endures, nothing is remembered and all human activity is broken down into simple,
measureable tasks: a commodification of work, says Jeremy Seabrook.

‘JOBS for life’, we are told, are a
thing of the past. The world has
turned, and with it, human labour.
Identity is no longer to be found in
economic function or social purpose.
We are to be liberated from these
archaic concerns, and, separated from
place-bound activity in farm, factory
or office, are privileged to operate
from digital work platforms of our
choice. In this way we may create
multiple sources of income: we shall
gain autonomy and receive payment
by task, assignment or project, which
will involve only short-term
relationships with those who enable
us to perform the service our clients
require.

This represents the rise of a ‘just-
in-time’ humanity in a ‘shared
economy’ bringing together with the
utmost efficiency elements required
for the completion of a given task –
maybe simply a taxi ride or the
delivery of a meal or document, or a
longer-term project, legal work, a
medical consultation, transcription of
data. New jargon has emerged to paint
this prospect in the rosiest of colours,
in which such outmoded concepts as
‘employment’ and ‘worker’ – let
alone ‘trade union’ and ‘organisation’
– no longer have currency. The idea
of ‘a fair day’s work for a fair day’s
pay’ is even more incomprehensible,
since the free market, in its superior
but capricious morality, has its own
notions of justice and equitable
treatment. The current buzzwords are
‘gigs’, ‘tasks’, ‘favours’, ‘services’,
‘rides’, ‘deliveries’ – a triumph of
public relations which gives the
impression of a post-labour economy
where everything can be pleasantly
accomplished without friction or
conflict. Social peace is assured and
everyone advantaged by it.

The ‘gig’ economy, far from
being a recent development in the
casualisation of work in capitalist

society, has profound historical
echoes. In the Poor Law Commission
Report of 1834, a farm labourer is
quoted as saying, ‘The farmers keep
us [on the poor-rates] like potatoes in
a pit, and only take us out for use
when they can no longer do without
us.’ Workers in the London docks
were also employed casually,
according to the requirements of
loading and unloading ships, while
memories linger of prospective
employers physically testing the
muscles of prospective labourers to
see if they were fit for the work of
carrying, loading or lifting. Most
things hailed as novelties in
contemporary society have already
been practised. Only the words are
new.

The word ‘gig’ originated in the
1920s among jazz musicians,
meaning a performance. It gained
wide use among pop groups and
nomadic entertainers for denoting an
appearance, a single show at one
particular venue. It connotes
impermanence – an ideal term for
certain forms of labour, ad hoc or

temporary, brief and quickly finished,
usually in activities associated with
mobility, urgency and disposability.

The ‘gig’ economy is the opposite
of settled labour, the reverse of trades
and skills acquired over years by
painstaking observation and
instruction by tailors, goldsmiths,
engineers, weavers or dressmakers. It
implies minimum skill, maximum
availability, and suggests insecurity,
low pay and dispensability. In other
words, it is a fitting feature of a fly-
by-night world in which nothing
endures, nothing is remembered and
all human activity is broken down into
simple, measureable tasks: a
commodification of work. The chief
executive officer of CrowdFlower in
the US is quoted as saying of his
‘independent contractors’, that ‘with
technology you can actually find
them, pay them a tiny amount of
money then get rid of them when you
don’t need them any more’.

One in 10 Americans and one in
six Britons currently work in the gig
economy, mainly taxi-driving and
transport, house-cleaning, couriering,
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messaging and the provision of
domestic services. Among the best-
known companies are Uber, Amazon,
Deliveroo and the classically named
Hermes (messenger of the gods), a
German company delivering parcels
in several European countries.
Workers are connected with clients
and customers through computer
programs or smartphone apps. They
are sometimes described as
‘freelancers’ or ‘self-employed
contractors’, but this status has been
in dispute. Are they truly ‘free-
lancers’, with its suggestion of
medieval jousting, or are they simply
lowly employees? Although they find
customers by using a company’s app
or website, the companies argue they
are not in fact employed by them. The
theory, according to Uber, is that its
drivers are customers who pay to
access an app, and that Uber simply
takes a fee. They should not therefore
be treated as employees, since this
would require wages and benefits –
sick pay, paid leave, and much else
that is part of the vast subsidy of the
welfare state to private employers.

In October 2016, two drivers
took the issue with Uber to an
employment tribunal in London. The
judgment found in favour of the
workers, namely that they were
employees and entitled to minimum
wage and benefits to which other
employees have access. One driver
claimed he had earned less than £5
an hour. A hearing is scheduled later
this year at the European Court of
Justice (ECJ) for an unfair
competition case brought by a
Barcelona taxi drivers’ association:
Uber’s claim to ‘online service status’
has enabled it to escape transportation
regulations in some European
countries. Advocate-General Maciez
Szpunar, an adviser to the ECJ, says
the San Francisco-based company’s
primary purpose is transport; but
given its success undercutting
traditional taxis, the outcome of this
challenge is far from certain.

The propaganda around the gig
economy has been relentless. Such
jobs provide flexibility. People are
‘their own boss’. They can work as
many – or as few – hours as they wish.

This helps their work-life balance and
accommodates what they do to
childcare arrangements or simply
their own convenience. For many, this
is a second job to augment income.
The ability to dip in and out gives
them a sense of being in control. Only
one-fifth of Uber drivers work full-
time.

The gig economy is global.
Instant online communication creates
a global putting-out system of
translation, data copying, trans-
cription of texts, and legal and
medical services. People can be
engaged anywhere at a moment’s
notice, their work accepted or rejected
within minutes. This is even more
competitive than a physical pool of
labour in any one place – there are
only so many drivers in one town or
city, but the potential number of
online workers across the globe is
practically limitless. Nothing is easier
than to lower the price offered
globally for any given task or service:
discrete, disposable and highly
competitive, $5 an hour would be
insulting to someone in Seattle, but
to a woman in Nairobi or Asmara, it
represents a small fortune.

In a report published in October
2016, McKinsey Consultancy
reviewed the practice in several
Western countries and found that 30%
of workers in the gig economy used
this as their main source of income;
40% used it to top up earnings from
elsewhere; and 30% ‘reluctantly’ had
recourse to the gig economy or did
so because they were ‘financially
strapped’ and in urgent need of ready
money. McKinsey estimated that 162
million people in Europe and the US
were currently ‘independent workers’
of this kind.

In Britain, this is reflected in the
number of workers classified as ‘self-
employed’: about 4.6 million or 16%
of the labour force. The self-
employed do not have the same rights
as employees – neither sick pay nor
redress against unfair dismissal. They
cannot claim annual leave or a
minimum wage. The UK hailed its
unemployment figures of May 2017
as the lowest for 42 years. The
problem is the nature of much of that

employment, precarious, insecure,
part-time, and ‘self-employment’ that
commands an income below any
minimum wage. The average income
of self-employed people is now lower
than it was in 1995. At the same time,
the number of people on zero-hours
contracts stood at just under one
million.

All this is a feature of what an
International Labour Office report of
2016 by Valerio di Stefano described
as a wider casualisation and
informalisation of labour; dere-
gulation has scattered and depowered
the workforce; and although none is
‘compelled’ to it, economic forces are
the great impersonal drivers of forms
of servitude thought long ago
abandoned.

It is presented as liberation, the
forerunner of future employment for
a majority of the people, who are
masters of our destiny by means of a
smartphone app that will connect us
to personalised employment of our
choice. This generates eclectic
‘income streams’ from a variety of
sources, as opposed to wages. In
reality, however, we are witnessing a
worldwide, long-term convergence of
rich and poor worlds, so that the
employment structure of the US or
Spain will come to resemble that of
India, where the informal sector
engaged 82.2% of the workforce in
2015.

We are looking at a world of
cultural rag-pickers, of odd-job men
and women, of errand boys and girls,
of servants and lackeys all dressed up
in the livery of phantasmal non-
employers, described in a rhapsodic
language of futurity and optimism;
humanity as an extension of
technological gadgets and devices, in
intense competition not only with
each other but also with robots and
artificial intelligence. However
‘modern’ the global workforce, one
thing remains unchanged – the power
of those who ‘give’, ‘create’ or
‘provide’ labour over those whose
destiny it remains to perform it. ◆

Jeremy Seabrook is a freelance journalist based in
the UK. His latest book is The Song of the Shirt
(published by Navayana).
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The gig economy: hype and reality
Economist Gerald Friedman warns that the much-hyped gig economy is a road to

ruin for workers.

THE media are all abuzz with the
changing nature of work. Exciting
words like ‘creativity’ and
‘adaptability’ get thrown around,
specifically in connection to the shift
away from steady, full-time
employment to a gig economy of
freelancers and short-term contracts.
Proponents of the gig economy, from
the New York Times’ Thomas
Friedman to bright-eyed TED
pundits, tout it as a welcome escape
from the prison of the standard
workweek and the strictures of
corporate America. Working on a
project-to-project basis will set you
free, they tell us. Wired magazine has
called it ‘the force that could save the
American worker’.

But when you’re actually stuck
in it, the gig economy looks quite
different.

Consider the New York
Freelancer’s Union: According to a
report in The New York Times, 29%
of the union’s New York City
members earn less than $25,000 a
year, and in 2010, 12% of members
nationally received some type of
public assistance. Turns out that life
with no health benefits, vacation pay
or retirement plan is not a rosy picture.

Writing for Fast Company, Sarah
Kessler, who went undercover to
hustle for work in the gig economy,
put it this way: ‘For one month, I
became the “micro-entrepreneur”
touted by companies like TaskRabbit,
Postmates, and Airbnb. Instead of the
labour revolution I had been
promised, all I found was hard work,
low pay, and a system that puts
workers at a disadvantage.’

What’s really going on is the
desire of businesses to chop wages
and benefit costs while also limiting
their vulnerability to lawsuits, which
can happen when salaried employees

are mistreated. The burden of
economic risk is shifted even further
onto workers, who lose the security
and protections of the New-Deal-era
social insurance programmes that
were created when long-term
employment was the norm.

I caught up with Gerald
Friedman, who teaches economics at
the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst and has written about the gig
economy, to find out how this trend
happened and what it means to
workers and our increasingly unequal
society.

Lynn Parramore: How did the
shift away from full-time
employment to the gig economy
come about? What forces drove the
change?

Gerald Friedman: Growing use
of contingent workers (in ‘gigs’)
came when capitalists sought to
respond to gains by labour through
the early 1970s, and in response to
the victories capital won in the rise
of the neoliberal era. Because
contingent workers were usually not
covered by union contracts or other

legal safeguards, employers hired
them to regain leverage over workers
lost when unionised workers gained
protection against unjust dismissal
and courts extended these protections
to non-union workers under the
‘implicit contract’ doctrine.

Similarly, the rising cost of
benefits due to rising healthcare costs
and government protection of
retirement benefits (under the 1974
ERISA statute) raised the cost of full-
time employment; employers sought
to evade these costs by hiring more
contingent workers.

In the early and mid-20th century,
employers created careers and job-
ladders to lock valuable workers into
particular jobs. Job-lock reduced the
danger that low unemployment would
lead to competition for workers and
wage inflation, and would undermine
their control over their workers. (The
other side of job-lock, as Richard
Freeman among others noted, was the
organisation of labour unions among
workers who could not ‘exit’ from no-
longer-agreeable employments, and
could therefore engage in collective
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Gerald Friedman: ‘The gig economy is associated with low wages, repression, inse-
curity, and chronic stress and anxiety.’
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action to improve conditions.)
Reduced market regulation, the
opening of markets to international
competition, and a shift in
macroeconomic policy focus from
full employment to price stability
all reduced the danger that workers
would quit to gain higher wages
or better jobs.

Instead of using job-lock to
protect themselves from labour-
market competition, employers
rely on repressive macro-economic
conditions and relatively high
unemployment, and therefore do
not need to offer job ladders,
careers or benefits to attract and to
hold workers.

LP: We hear a lot of buzz
from trendwatchers on a new
wave of ‘microentrepreneurs’,
‘minibusinesses’ and
empowered freelancers who are
changing the nature of work.
Why do people find this vision
so intoxicating?

GF: Talk of ‘microentrepreneurs’
presents a favourable view of the rise
of the gig economy, one consistent
with liberal values of individualism
and opportunity, even while ignoring
the oppression and poverty-wages
many find in the gig economy.

There are certainly some who
enjoy the uncertainty of irregular
employment. When unemployment
rates fell to levels traditionally
associated with full employment in
the late 1990s, however, we saw how
workers really feel about gig jobs:
they rejected them and the contingent
economy contracted.

Given a choice, workers choose
careers and jobs, not freelance gigs.

LP: The reality of the gig
economy often seems to be a system
that puts workers at a disadvan-
tage.  From your research, how do
you see the gig economy playing out
in people’s lives?

GF: The gig economy is
associated with low wages,
repression, insecurity, and chronic
stress and anxiety. Freelance workers
fear to complain about working
conditions, fear to ask for higher pay,

and fear to reject any conditions
imposed by prospective employers.
By removing any social protection,
the gig economy returns us to the most
oppressive type of cut-throat and
hierarchical capitalism, a social order
where the power to hire and fire has
been restored to employers, giving
them once again unfettered control
over the workplace.

LP: How can we create jobs
that are flexible and adaptable, but
also give workers some security and
decent benefits?

GF: We should not romanticise
the situation of organisation workers
on careers and with job ladders. While
providing more security and
protection than the gig economy, this
was a type of contract established by
capitalists to enhance their power
over workers. Instead, we should seek
to enhance worker security and
independence outside of work
through systems of income security
(enhanced unemployment insurance
and guaranteed income and universal
health insurance), by establishing
worker-controlled guilds to regulate
access to gig work through hiring
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halls and hiring lists, and by extending
legal protections to workers’ civil
rights and health and safety while
doing freelance and gig work.

LP: To what extent do you see
the gig economy impacting growing
economic inequality?

GF: The gig economy has been
a giant vehicle transferring income
from workers to capitalists. Gig work
has become a vehicle not only to drive
down wages but to eliminate
employment-related benefits
(including health insurance as well as
retirement pensions and government
social security). By undermining
labour unions and promoting
individualist competition among
workers, gig work drives down wages
and reduces the possibilities for
effective working-class political
action. ◆

Lynn Parramore is contributing editor at AlterNet
(www.alternet.org), in which this article originally
appeared in May 2014. She is co-founder of
Recessionwire, founding editor of New Deal 2.0,
and author of Reading the Sphinx: Ancient Egypt
in Nineteenth-Century Literary Culture. She re-
ceived her Ph.D. in English and cultural theory from
New York University, and she serves on the edito-
rial board of Lapham’s Quarterly.

‘Gig work has become a vehicle not only to drive down wages but to eliminate employ-
ment-related benefits.’
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Gig economy, gig health?
There is a need for more research on the health effects of the gig economy as the
loss of what were once accepted as basic workers’ rights may have public health

impacts, says Chris Yuill.

HEALTH and wellbeing in the
workplace has been an important area
of study in medical sociology and
social epidemiology. Those know-
ledges centre on the complexity of
workplace health, that health and
wellbeing are the outcome of a myriad
of social and relational processes that
exceed standard explanations that
reify ‘stress’ or the usual suspects of
risk behaviours.

The world of work is however
changing. The various impulses
inhered in the catch-all term of
‘neoliberalism’ are creating new
relationships and textures of the
workplace. Neoliberalism here is
understood not just as a form of free-
market reductionism but as a diverse
reordering of society.  As Dardot and
Laval note in their work, neo-
liberalism operates on workplace
subjectivities where every niche of the
social is opened up to entrepre-
neurialism. Instead of workers, social
actors are recast as risk-taking go-
getters whose success or otherwise is
entirely dependent on their own
activity.

How might sociology study the
new forms of labour that are
beginning to populate (though
perhaps not to the extent in the
popular imaginary) the increasingly
fluid and unbounded workplace of the
early 21st century?

Emerging as a new formation of
worker in this phase of neoliberal
capitalism, the gig-economy worker
exemplifies a new set of workplace
relationships. Job security, regular or
minimum wage, maternity and
paternity rights, holiday pay and sick
pay are gone. The order of the
working day (and night) can be one
of irregular work with no fixed hours
or guaranteed level of income.
Workers can also be required to
provide the tools of their trade too,
paying out for the cars or bicycles that

they use as part of their job. We now
have the situation where the world’s
largest taxi firm does not own any
vehicles and the world’s largest
hotelier owns no hotels.

The legitimating ideology for
workers in companies such as Uber
and Deliveroo is that they are not
employees. Rather, they are self-
motivated heroic micro-entrepreneurs
free to carve out their own narrative
and make their own destiny. That
justification is proving increasingly
dubious. Multiple court cases in
Britain and in the US have brought
into the open the reality of what
working in the gig economy can be
like. Workers report of being
exploited and bullied and lacking
sufficient control over what they do.
In some cases, as was reported by
couriers working for Hermes, gig-
economy workers are denied time off
for compassionate leave or to attend
hospital.

A recent report on the gig
economy by the Chartered Institute of
Personnel and Development (CIPD)
in Britain presented more nuanced
findings. They found that the number
of workers who relied solely on the
gig economy for their income was

comparatively low, with less than
10% in their survey saying that gig
work accounted for more than 75%
of their annual income. Many were
also satisfied with the work they did.
The CIPD did however warn that
there were areas of concern in relation
to control, regulation and rights that
needed urgent attention so as to
prevent the balance tipping more in
favour of the employers.

Sociologically, the gig economy
represents, as Mark Carrigan has
noted, a new – if not radical – form
of ‘disembedding’. Taken from
Giddens, disembedding speaks to a
supersession of the local by the global
– in this case, local taxis and delivery
systems organised and directed by
algorithms and mobile technologies
developed, stored and owned some-
where else. It is also another turn of
the neoliberal screw that seeks to
reorder the workplace. As Sennett and
Boltanski and Chiapello have argued,
the workplace is increasingly
structured by a secure highly paid elite
core surrounded by a mass of workers
whose flexibility is defined by the
employer rather than their own needs
or desires.

But what of workers’ health and
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A bicycle courier makes a delivery in the rain. Research is currently scant  when it
comes to the health and wellbeing of gig-economy workers.
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wellbeing in the gig economy? Do the
unstable working conditions lead to
unstable health and wellbeing? A sort
of ‘gig health’ where the conditions
of work only allow for random
moments where the conditions for a
good life are available one delivery
at a time?

Research is currently scant when
it comes to the health and wellbeing
of gig-economy workers. The extant
sociological and social epide-
miological literature on health and
work is clear on health and wellbeing
in more conventional workplace
settings.  Insecurity, loss of control,
low autonomy, poor rewards and
intense effort all contribute to poor
health and wellbeing. Reading
through, for example, the trove of
material and findings of the Whitehall
II studies, it can be found time and
again that a range of psycho-social
factors related to workplace
organisation and structure impact on
health more than the traditionally held
risk factors of diet, exercise and
smoking. I would also add that I have
found ‘meaning’ is important too: not
in the sense that work is about
reaching some deep esoteric
discovery, but that a coherent
narrative should exist in the working
day, rather than the fragmented target-
driven performance merry-go-round
that marks most contemporary
workplaces.

The loss of what were once
accepted as basic workers’ rights also

poses public health challenges.
Denial of sick pay or maternity/
paternity leave has implications for
individual and family life. In effect,
the absence of such rights acts as a
disciplinary mechanism that enforces
a radical work ethic that erases the
health and wellbeing of the embodied
worker as being of concern and
negates the emotional lifeworld of the
worker. Everything is subsumed into
a normative structure where work is
all.

If we were to write down a
checklist of the above negative
processes, then on first inspection gig-
work ticks all the boxes. A 2016 report
by British parliamentarian Frank
Fields and Andrew Forsey does
provide some partial glimpses into
health and wellbeing issues, albeit
from a non-sociological perspective.
The voices in the report speak of
draconian workplace regimes where
any non-compliance with any
instruction, however reasonable,
could result in the loss of work. In
old Marxian coinage, this is
alienation. The product and the
process of labour stand above the
worker, depleting their embodied
labour power.

So what could be done to
improve health and wellbeing in the
gig economy? As I have argued
elsewhere, making any form of work
healthier requires more than just a
superficial gloss of stress
management techniques or indivi-
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duating responsibility onto the
worker, with the get-out clause that
it’s their fault if their health suffers.
What is required are deeper, more
substantial transformations in the
structure of work. So, workplace
health tip number one becomes
diffusing power throughout an
organisation. How could that apply to
the gig economy?

There is a contradiction inherent
within gig work, as there is with any
form of capitalist work. The gig
economy promises autonomy. Now
we know that high levels of autonomy
can contribute to overall good health
and wellbeing. So one suggestion for
ensuring good health in the future will
be to ensure real autonomy – a form
of digital economic democracy where
it truly is an equal platform for
everyone. Perhaps, as Nick Fox has
advocated for personal health
technologies, there could be some
form of reverse jacking of the
technology allowing the workers
greater control. Or, channelling Paul
Mason, we might begin to use
technology for the social good as
opposed to furthering inequality.

What is needed is more research
in this area that identifies the specific
processes at play, in order to see how
the textures and patterns of working
life shape health and wellbeing in the
gig economy.  This needs to be a
sociological exercise. What we are
seeing here are deeper changes in
social structures that condition the
lives of social agents rather than
deviant individuals not looking after
their health. Any account of
promoting better health and wellbeing
needs to track and mine those
structures, to avoid lapsing into partial
explanation. ◆

Chris Yuill is a lecturer in sociology in the School
of Applied Social Sciences, Robert Gordon Univer-
sity in Aberdeen, Scotland. He has published a num-
ber of textbooks both on sociology generally but
also on medical sociology, one of which, The Soci-
ology of Health: An Introduction (published by
Sage), is now in its fourth edition. In addition to
textbooks, he has published his own research into
the relationships between alienation and wellbeing
in the workplace. He currently sits on the board of
the British Sociological Association.
      The above article is reproduced from Cost of
Living (www.cost-ofliving.net/), a website on the
politics, economics and sociology of health and
health care.

Ride-sharing service drivers in New York demonstrate for better rights. Do the un-
stable working conditions in the gig economy lead to unstable health and wellbeing?
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Ensuring security in the
international digital order

The WannaCry ransomware which wreaked so much havoc recently is a classic
example of a cyber weapon developed by a state (in this case, the US) which has
fallen into criminal hands. The only way to ensure security in the emerging digital
order is by nation states entering into an international compact to ban all cyber

weapons, says Prabir Purkayastha.

THE WannaCry ransomware which
infected hundreds of thousands of
computers has brought to the fore the
two most potent threats in the new
digital era. If intelligence agencies
with the resources of nation states
create powerful cyber weapons, these
weapons can also leak into criminal
hands, posing enormous risks to every
one of us. The other threat is posed
by giant corporations which create
buggy, insecure software and then
walk away, leaving the consumers
with no future protection.

Pretty much every infrastructure
today runs on computer systems, all
of which are at risk. With the Internet
of Things (IoT), where every device
will have embedded software and
Internet connectivity, this nightmare
scenario will only get worse. We are
looking at billions of devices – from
web cameras, television sets and
speakers to washing machines and
even our cars – that will be vulnerable
to hacking. In the future, ransomware
may hold to ransom not only your
computer but also your refrigerator
and your smart TV.

WannaCry and the NSA

The WannaCry ransomware used
an exploit called EternalBlue from the
US National Security Agency
(NSA)’s cache of cyber weapons.
Computers in over 150 countries were
infected by the ransomware, with the
users locked out of their vital files and
data. The criminal group behind
WannaCry wanted $300 worth in
bitcoin as ransom for releasing the
files back to their users. The choice
was: pay up or risk losing all your files

on the machine.
How did an NSA hacking tool

end up as part of the world’s biggest
malware attack? In April, a group
called the Shadow Brokers dumped
online the NSA’s cache of cyber
weapons/hacking tools.  These were
one of the most sophisticated sets of
cyber weapons that security experts
had ever seen. After the WannaCry
outbreak, the Shadow Brokers have
now announced that they will auction
more such tools, presumably to
willing criminal gangs like the one
behind the WannaCry malware.
WikiLeaks has also reported on the
US Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA)’s cyber weapons getting
hacked. More such threats therefore
are in the offing.

Talking about this danger, Brad
Smith, President of software giant
Microsoft, has written in his blog,
‘Repeatedly, exploits in the hands of
governments have leaked into the
public domain and caused widespread
damage. An equivalent scenario with
conventional weapons would be the
US military having some of its
Tomahawk missiles stolen. And this
most recent attack represents a
completely unintended but
disconcerting link between the two
most serious forms of cybersecurity
threats in the world today – nation-
state action and organised criminal
action.’

What Smith omitted to mention
is Microsoft’s responsibility in such
hacks: its buggy software and walking
away from its older products, thereby
rendering them susceptible to such
risks.

Cyber weapons disarmament

US use of cyber weapons against
Iran was the first instance of a cyber
weapon being deployed against
physical assets. The Stuxnet virus that
took down the centrifuges in Iran’s
Natanz nuclear facility would have
taken about $100 million to develop
– a big sum for an individual or an
organisation but pocket change for a
country. This is the threat that Smith
is pointing out, that nation states
building cyber weapons and their
leaking into criminal hands increases
the danger to all of us manifold.

If we want to stop the Internet
from being weaponised, we have to
start talking about what nation states
should or should not do. And that
means an international compact on a
par with what the world did with
biological and chemical weapons, and
what it failed to do with nuclear
weapons. Non-proliferation is not
disarmament, as we are finding out
to our cost.

As long as cyber weapons are not
illegal, there is a perverse incentive
to weaken the security of networks
and devices. As we now know from
whistleblower Edward Snowden’s
revelations, the US has weakened
encryption standards, worked with
various vendors to create backdoors
in hardware and software, and in the
process created gaping security holes
in the networks and systems that we
all rely on. One of the Snowden
documents showed that there were
more than 50,000 computer network
exploits (CNEs) that were essentially
logic bombs that can take down the
target network on actuation.
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According to Wired, even the Internet
backbone has been turned from a
passive infrastructure as intended,
into an active weapon of attack.

Bruce Schneier, one of the
world’s leading security experts, had
written as early as 2012 on the need
for a treaty banning cyberwar and
cyber weapons: ‘We’re in the early
years of a cyberwar arms race. It’s
expensive, it’s destabilising, and it
threatens the very fabric of the
Internet we use every day. Cyberwar
treaties, as imperfect as they might be,
are the only way to contain the threat.’

The US tech companies, which
have worked closely with the NSA
and the CIA, are now realising the
risks to their systems from the leaking
of US cyber weapons to criminal
groups. That is why Smith and
Microsoft are now advocating a
Digital Geneva Convention for
protecting the world against cyber
weapons.

While Smith is asking for a
voluntary international ban on
development and use of such
weapons, Russia and China have been
asking for a much stronger treaty,
modelled on the lines of a ban on
chemical weapons. This is the path
the US has refused to take in the past,
in the belief that with its huge array
of hacking tools and cyber weapons,
it was far ahead of others.

The other threat: poor-
quality proprietary software

with no support

While Microsoft’s Smith is
correct in identifying the cyber
weapons of nation states leaking into
the hands of criminal gangs as a huge
threat to cyber security, he ‘misses’
the other big threat – buggy and
poorly engineered products from
companies such as Microsoft. This is
compounded by these companies
abandoning older products with no
support, leaving their security holes
as easy targets for criminals to exploit.

Did Microsoft stop supporting its
Windows XP operating system
because it was offering a better
product to its customers? No – it

offered Windows Vista, which was
slower, buggy and beset with huge
issues of compatibility with other
software and hardware products. The
users refused to move to Vista.
Microsoft then released Windows 7,
again with the idea of moving people
away from XP. All this was simply to
get people to pay once again for their
operating system. Microsoft even
predicted security threats to the older
XP systems in order to shift customers
to its next version of Windows. For
Microsoft, the biggest competition to
its current operating system comes not
from other vendors but from its own
previous systems, hence the threat of
withdrawal of support to older
systems.

In 2014, when Microsoft stopped
supporting XP, an estimated 95% of
the world’s automated teller machines
were running on XP. Microsoft’s cost
of upgrading an ATM ranged from a
few hundred dollars to several
thousand depending on the
maintenance required. Even now, it
is estimated that 70% of ATMs in
India are still running on old,
unsupported XP, and thus vulnerable
to various security threats, including
WannaCry.

After the WannaCry attack,
Microsoft released a patch for XP,
even though it no longer supports XP.
But the issue of risks to systems
running older, unsupported systems
such as XP persists. How many other
security holes still remain in XP for
which Microsoft has released patches
for its supported versions of
Windows?

Why should companies whose
products are still widely used be
allowed to walk away from their
products? Should the company’s
monopoly over a certain product
allow it to force its users to pay again
and again for new software licences
that quite often add very little or even
– as in the case of Vista – degrade
their performance? The time has
come to insist that if a company
‘abandons’ its products, it must open-
source its software and allow others
to provide the support.

Of course, free and open source

software (FOSS) does not have such
issues. Users need to switch to FOSS
products, such as the GnuLinux
operating system, as these are far
more resistant to hacking than the
equivalent Microsoft or other
proprietary software.

One reason why FOSS is safer is
that its codes are open, and therefore
bugs and holes are fixed far more
effectively. The other reason is that
the creators of such software do not
leave secret backdoors in their
systems the way Microsoft does.
Microsoft has a history of cooperating
with US intelligence agencies in
providing access or leaving a
backdoor for itself in order to spy on
users’ machines for commercial
reasons. How many offices have been
visited by Microsoft through remote
‘audit’ and claims that they are
running ‘illegal’ software?

Microsoft’s Smith has also
brought up the ‘shared responsibility’
of suppliers and users regarding
security. Before asking users to take
responsibility for their machines,
however, Smith needs to ask why
Microsoft products are far more prone
to such attacks as WannaCry.

If you are using Microsoft
products, it is not easy to keep your
machines protected all the time. Users
need to be technically savvy and put
up with Microsoft’s frequent
upgrades of its software, which often
make some features or software
unworkable. Even tech-savvy users
do not upgrade their software
regularly, as Microsoft updates are
often poor and buggy and have
security holes.

Cyber weapons, cyber treaties
and regulating security

If intelligence agencies with the
resources of a nation state create
cyber weapons, it poses enormous
risks to all of us. We agree with Brad
Smith and Microsoft that we need a
new Geneva Convention on keeping
cyberspace free from weaponised
software and hacking by nation states.
However, it should not be through a
voluntary ban as Smith is proposing,
but an enforceable international
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treaty. Cyber weapons – either in the
hands of nation states or in the hands
of criminals – threaten computer
systems that are a part of the world’s
vital infrastructure. That is why we
need to ban cyber weapons and to
treat the Internet as a non-weaponised
space, the same way we treat outer
space.

As long as cyber weapons are not
illegal, there will be an incentive to
develop them and weaken the security
of networks and devices. Offensive
capabilities are also much easier to
build than defensive ones. For an
attack to succeed, you only need to
be successful once; for defence, you
need to succeed every time. In
defence, unlike in the case of offence,
there are no individual winners or
losers; you win only when everyone
wins. Hence the need for global
collaboration, developing security
standards and a lot more of open
protocols and software.

The other issue is how we can
make corporations responsible for
providing better software, and not
allow them to walk away from their
responsibility of maintaining the
software. They should either provide
continuous support or, if they can’t,
make the source code open so that
others can support such software. This
also requires a global compact that
mandates a set of rules for software
products, rules that governments can
then enforce through their regulatory
systems. A handful of digital
monopolies rule the software world.
It is impossible to regulate them
without such a global regime.

Both these problems require state
intervention and global agreements.
Markets have no mechanism or
incentive to solve such problems. We
need international agreements and a
global regulatory regime that will
address such security threats. And if
we are not to see the proliferation of
more malware in our interconnected
world, we need them now. Tomorrow
is already too late. ◆

Prabir Purkayastha is President of the Free Soft-
ware Movement of India and Founder Editor of
Newsclick.in, a news and views website.
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framework when it comes to addressing all the potential negative impacts resulting
from the application of synthetic biology techniques. In view of this, the author
sets out several elements and principles that could underpin a more holistic
regulatory approach towards this emerging new technology.
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Iran’s conservatives lose a
presidential election and more

Iranian President Hassan Rouhani won a second term in the country’s recent
elections, warding off a strong challenge from his more conservative rivals.

Farideh Farhi analyses the election’s outcome and explains how Rouhani pulled
off his convincing victory.

IN the past two decades, Iranian
presidential elections have been
accompanied with surprising results
and even tumult. Newcomers have
won against better known and
financed politicians while presumed
establishment candidates and
assumed winners have done poorly.
This time around, the surprise was not
in the results but the blunt
conversation generated by the
campaign and the sceptical way the
voters assessed the promises of the
candidates.

Current President Hassan
Rouhani was re-elected relying on a
motto that emphasised continuity and
improving on the course that his
election initiated in 2013. A solid
majority of voters responded to this
motto of ‘we shall not return to the
past’. Had he not been re-elected, that
would have been a surprise. But the
convincing way he won in the midst
of an all-out assault by his opponents
against his governing record requires
explanation.

At this point it is not possible to
do an analysis of the composition of
the vote. The Interior Ministry has yet
to release detailed data about
precincts or even provinces.
Governors of various provinces have
released information about the total
number of votes for each candidate,
but not all provinces have done so.
Hence, any comments about urban-
rural or middle-class-vs.-poor-
neighbourhood splits are not
warranted. If anything, the general
information about the provinces
suggests that the kind of splits
proposed in the press may not hold.
For instance, many of the provinces
with higher rural concentration

tended towards Rouhani while the
highly urban (and religious) province/
city of Qom went to his opponent
Ebrahim Raisi (55%). So did the three
Khorasan provinces that have
historically been dominated by the
Imam Reza Shrine, for which Raisi
is the custodian (Raisi reportedly also
won in Hamedan, Semnan and Zanjan
provinces). Furthermore, the spread
in the other provinces is quite varied,
with Rouhani scoring more than 65%
in provinces such as Tehran, both East
and West Azerbaijan, Kermanshah
and Albroz, more than 70% in
Kordestan and Sistan and
Baluchistan, while achieving much
closer margins in some other
provinces.

Still, there is no question that
Rouhani was re-elected convincingly.
To be sure, Rouhani was also elected
in 2013 by a wide margin against his
multiple opponents when he received
slightly over 50% of the vote and his

closest opponent garnered only 16%.
His surprising victory in 2013 was
made possible through an alliance of
reformists, moderates and some
middle-of-the-road conservatives, an
alliance that also proved successful
in the 2016 parliamentary election.

But his slightly over 50% vote in
that election gave his conservative
opponents – identified as principlists
inside Iran – the impression that if
they managed to unify around a single
candidate, and focus on the continued
economic ills of the country, they
could prevent his re-election. Using
a semi-democratic process, they
eventually did manage to unify behind
the candidacy of Raisi, a former high-
ranking member of the judiciary and
current custodian of the well-
endowed Imam Reza Shrine. But their
candidate proved weak in both
formulating his message as well as
delivering it.

In the end, despite an increase in
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President Hassan Rouhani casting his ballot on election day on 19 May. Rouhani was
re-elected relying on a motto that emphasised continuity and improving on the course
that his election initiated in 2013.
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eligible voters by six million since the
2013 presidential election, the total
votes cast for Raisi (close to 16
million) were slightly less than the
total number of votes Rouhani’s
separate conservative opponents
received in 2013. In other words,
unity did nothing to expand support
for the principlist camp. Meanwhile,
Rouhani bettered his 2013 record
significantly by expanding the
number of votes garnered from about
18.6 million to 23.5 million.

How Rouhani managed this
accomplishment is the story of this
election. A lacklustre campaign of 55-
60% turnout would have posed a real
danger to his re-election. Instead, a
savvy campaign produced a 73%
turnout by transforming Rouhani into
a good-humoured and caring father
figure who insisted that his
opponent’s proposed policies
endangered the progress and stability
the country had enjoyed since the
2013 election. Rouhani bluntly stated
that these policies risked war in the
international arena and economic
ruin, political closures, cultural
restrictions and turmoil at home.

Raisi’s clumsy campaign

It is not yet clear why Raisi
challenged a sitting president just a
few days after he had publicly insisted
on his absolute commitment to the
Imam Reza Shrine. Recently
appointed custodian by Iran’s
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei,
Raisi said he wanted to focus on the
affairs of the Shrine. Raisi’s relative
youth, his exclusive experience in the
judiciary and his previous reluctance
to be in the public eye made him an
unlikely candidate for a demanding
executive position. A better time for
him to run would have been in 2021,
after a few years of administering a
religious endowment (probably Iran’s
largest economic conglomerate) and
when he would not have to run against
a more experienced sitting president.

But his recent appointment to the
Imam Reza Shrine had fanned
speculation about his potential
candidacy for the position of Supreme
Leader. Perhaps these speculations

convinced the alliance of principlist
organisations and groups that being
perceived as ‘the Leader’s candidate’
– a perception the international media
readily consumed and repeated as
well – boosted Raisi’s chances. Or
perhaps Raisi was convinced that he
needed a stint as president before he
could become a viable contender for
the position of Leader.

Whatever the reason, his
emergence as the main Rouhani
opponent, and the way he conducted
his campaign, was a godsend for the
incumbent president. It polarised the
political environment and clarified the
stakes for the electorate in the last two
weeks of the campaign. To be sure,
Raisi initially tried to position himself
as a candidate who stood above Iran’s
political factions. In the first week of
his campaign, posters even appeared
that represented him as promoter of
both Islamic principles and reform.
For a very short period, they even
tried to frame him as similar to
reformist Mohammad Khatami, Iran’s
still popular former president and also
a black-turbaned seyed who traces
lineage to Prophet Mohammad.
However, Raisi’s inexperience in the
face of public scrutiny, lack of
charisma, and competition with the
other main principlist candidate –
Tehran Mayor Mohammad Baqer
Qalibaf – prevented him from
maintaining that position.

Caught off-guard by Qalibaf’s
very aggressive attacks against

Rouhani’s government in the first
televised debate, Raisi’s quieter
demeanour also turned aggressive and
populist in the second and third
debates as well as on the campaign
trail. His campaign’s sole focus
became the dispossessed. Like
Qalibaf, his rendition of the state of
the Islamic Republic turned outright
dark, replete with absolute misery and
poverty, economic inequality and
corruption. Policy-wise, like the
Tehran mayor, Raisi promised to
substantially increase cash grants to
the poor, uproot widespread
corruption in the Islamic Republic’s
bureaucracy, and reject Rouhani’s
‘reliance on the outside world’ to help
Iran’s economy. Astonishingly for
someone who has spent his whole
career in Iran’s judiciary – a body
responsible for Iran’s high execution
record and partisan imprisonment of
political opponents – he even held
Rouhani responsible for stifling
political dissent. Although he did not
call for the abandonment of the
nuclear agreement, Raisi claimed that
he could handle its implementation
better. By the time Qalibaf withdrew
in Raisi’s favour in the last week of
the campaign, there was little
difference in positioning between the
two.

With an eye on the need for voter
motivation, the more politically astute
Rouhani turned Raisi’s criticisms
against him. If Qalibaf and Raisi were
going to represent the Islamic
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Supporters of conservative-backed presidential candidate Ebrahim Raisi at a pre-
election rally in Tehran.
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Republic as rife with socioeconomic
inequality, corruption and repression,
then surely Rouhani could also
become blunt and break taboos in his
criticism of institutions such as the
judiciary in allowing such a dour state
of affairs. More significantly, he could
also remind people that Raisi, despite
his attempted positioning as above the
factional fray, had surrounded himself
with hardliners and conservatives
who advocated cultural and political
restrictions and promoted an
adventurist foreign policy. Rouhani’s
coup de grace was his suggestion that
Raisi was using the resources of the
Imam Reza Shrine, ‘which belongs to
all Iranians’, for partisan purposes.

By the end of the campaign,
Rouhani had added voters who had
become genuinely fearful of Raisi to
voters who thought that four years is
not enough for any president to
implement his promised course. A
campaign that had begun with
criticism of Rouhani’s handling of the
economy in the post-nuclear-
agreement era was now being
described as ‘fateful’ by many voters
in setting the cultural and political
direction of the country for the years
to come. ‘I know these people,’
thundered Rouhani in one of his
rallies. ‘They want to put a curtain on
the sidewalks and separate men and
women.’ Raisi complained about the
‘fear-mongering’ against him to no
avail.

The biggest losers

If Raisi was badly hurt in this
election, it was Tehran Mayor Qalibaf
who completely forfeited his political
future. This was his third presidential
run, and he adopted a different
persona in each campaign. First he
was a flashy modernist executive
worthy of comparison to the first king
of the Pahlavi dynasty who built Iran
through his authoritative and forceful
personality. Then he was a jihadi
manager. And this time he represented
the 96% of Iran’s population whose
livelihood was being ‘sucked’ by the
top 4% of the population. These
successive incarnations exposed
Qalibaf as an opportunist who will say

anything to win, including a promise
of increasing cash grants five-fold that
few believed.

More importantly, with the
complete reformist sweep in the
election for Tehran’s 21-member
municipal council, he will no doubt
be replaced after 12 years of ironclad
control of the city. His likely
replacement will be Mohsen
Hashemi, the eldest son of former
president Hashemi Rafsanjani.
Hashemi received almost three times
as many votes as the current
conservative chair of the council,
Mostafa Chamran, who came in 22nd
and will only make it to the council if
Hashemi or another elected reformist
is chosen as mayor.

But by far the biggest loser in this
election was the conservative alliance
itself. It put forth all the candidates it
could muster. The Guardian Council
did not qualify several of its
candidates and those qualified were
badly hurt (in the case of Qalibaf,
fatally) in this election. Its promise of
a figure that could both unify the
principlists and also gain popular
support remains unmistakably
unfulfilled. What this reality of
repeated failure in the electoral game
means for the principlist camp is yet
to be decided.

On the other side, the reformists
not only helped the centrist Rouhani
win re-election. They also managed
to introduce to Iranians such
candidates as First Vice President
Eshaq Jahangiri, who unabashedly
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declared himself a reformist and
performed well during the televised
debates only to withdraw in
Rouhani’s favour. These candidates
may end up as serious presidential
contenders once Rouhani’s term is
over.

The reformists have apparently
also done very well in the council
elections of other major cities besides
Tehran, including Isfahan, Shiraz,
Tabriz and even the city of Mashhad,
the seat of the Imam Reza Shrine.
They have once again shown that they
can run better-organised campaigns
and motivate voters despite severe
restrictions imposed by the
conservatives’ control of non-elective
institutions and positioning of the
state media against them. Meanwhile,
Iranian citizens, by keeping electoral
politics alive and meaningful,
continue to reshape the basic tension
that frames the Islamic Republic.  ◆
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Iranians lining up to vote in the 19 May elections at a polling station in Tehran.
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Fear and loathing in Turkey
The massive crackdown on the media, academia, opposition parties and civil

society groups by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan after the failed July
2016 military coup has caused widespread disquiet. Equally disturbing was his

decision, in the midst of this wave of repression, to steamroll a controversial
referendum on changing the country’s political system. Ümit Cizre provides

the backstory.

SHORTLY after the failed
coup attempt of 16 July 2016
in Turkey, I received a frantic
text message from a lifelong
friend, Lale Kemal. Lale is a
prominent freelance journalist
with an impeccable 37-year
record of non-partisan
reporting and analysis. She is
an internationally known
expert on Turkish civil-
military relations, having
written for Jane’s Defense
Weekly since 1991. Now, Lale
texted from Ankara, she was
under arrest for her columns
in Zaman, which, until its
court-ordered seizure four
months before the putsch and
its closure soon thereafter,
was one of the highest-
circulation daily newspapers in
Turkey. Zaman was owned by men
close to the influential Muslim cleric
Fethullah Gülen, who is head of a
conservative-nationalist transnational
movement with schools and
businesses inside and outside Turkey,
and is now in self-imposed exile in
the United States. The government of
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
declared the Gülen group responsible
for the coup attempt. According to the
government, Lale’s writings for the
paper made her guilty, too.

Neither the precise course of the
16 July events nor the motive of the
plotters has been truly clarified until
the present day. At one point, the
Erdogan government claimed that the
Barack Obama administration and the
CIA had backed the Gülenists in the
endeavour. Erdogan’s own
description of the coup attempt as ‘a
gift from God’ bestowed so that he
could freely persecute Gülenists in the

military is a clear contradiction of the
official explanations. Regardless, it
quickly became obvious that the
government would use the foiled
putsch as a pretext to undermine the
rule of law, checks and balances, and
civil rights and personal freedoms –
inaugurating one of the cruellest
episodes in Turkish political history.

The government launched an
unhinged campaign of demonisation
of anyone associated with Gülen,
however remotely, as well as tens of
thousands of others who could be
viewed as opponents of Erdogan,
including many signers of a ‘peace
petition’ decrying the ongoing war
with the Kurds in southeastern
Turkey. It was much more than tarring
and feathering: Lale was arrested,
along with dozens of other journalists,
on charges of membership in what the
government and its mouthpieces now
call Fethullah’s Terrorist

Organisation, or FETO. Her
journalist’s licence was revoked, her
passport invalidated and some of her
property confiscated. Absurd as it
sounds, academics, teachers, doctors
and policemen – even another
professor friend’s brother, who is
conductor of a government-sponsored
orchestra – have been similarly
deprived of their livelihoods. In all,
more than 100,000 people have been
rounded up and summarily discharged
from their jobs. Meanwhile, hundreds
of Gülen-affiliated schools, media
outlets and even hospitals have been
closed down.

I had first met Lale while
compiling Almanac Turkey 2005: The
Security Sector and Its Democratic
Oversight (2006), the first publication
of its kind in Turkey, promoted by the
Geneva Center for the Democratic
Control of Armed Forces and the
Istanbul-based NGO, TESEV. As an
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Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan addressing supporters at a rally prior to the referen-
dum.
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expert on civil-military relations, with
particular knowledge of military
technology and procurement as well
as offset agreements, Lale was a must
for inclusion on the roster of writers.
I asked her to contribute articles on
the armed forces, gendarmerie and
coast guard. But now, blown away by
the irony that one of the staunchest
advocates I know of democratic
civilian control of the Turkish army
was accused of instigating a coup, I
found myself writing supporting
documents for her lawyer. I also tried
to draw attention to her plight via
PEN (the international association of
writers) and other outlets, but amid
the hurricane that hit Turkey, she was
but one innocent in the path of the
storm.

Lale spent three months in prison
before being released pending trial.
Five months later, an indictment
finally appeared, released first, quite
unlawfully, to the media, and only
then to her attorney. She was charged,
along with 30 other journalists, most
of whom are still incarcerated, with
‘instigating a coup, being a member
of FETO and attempting to abolish
the Turkish parliament by force and
violence.’ The indictment, like the
many others so far, was sloppily
prepared: It cites just two lines from
one of her many Zaman articles: ‘I
find it dangerous that citizens are still
afraid of being profiled simply

because of their beliefs and ideas ...
[Such things] only take place in
former Communist countries or in
less developed dictatorial nations.’
For these words, the prosecutor is
seeking three consecutive life
sentences.

Dual control

Against this heart-rending
background of human suffering,
President Erdogan judged the
moment ripe to make changes to the
Turkish political system that he had
been promoting with considerable
vehemence for years. He proposed 18
constitutional amendments that
greatly enhance the powers of the
president, staking his career on their
adoption. He put the package to
referendum, and on 16 April, by a
narrow margin of 2.8 percentage
points, the Turkish public approved.

The constitutional amendments
are due to come into force after
presidential and parliamentary
elections to be held in November
2019. Assuming that Erdogan and his
Justice and Development Party (AKP,
by its Turkish abbreviation) prevail in
these contests, as both president and
party leader, he would retain dual
control over the legislative and
executive branches. But the latter
would be much, much stronger. The
approved constitutional amendments

abolish the post of prime
minister, a hallmark of
Turkey’s parliamentary
democracy, and replace it with
one or more vice presidents.
The president is to appoint the
vice presidents, as well as
cabinet ministers, and is to
have the power to dismiss
them as well. The president
would be able to legislate by
decree and, in effect, would
have authority to dissolve the
parliament and call both
parliamentary and presidential
elections. Most importantly,
the president would have a
larger role in the appointment
of judges and prosecutors.
The new system also opens up
the possibility that Erdogan

could seek two more five-year terms,
extending his tenure, which
commenced in 2014, to 2029.

There are several serious
concerns about the manner in which
the referendum was carried out. First,
there are widespread claims of voter
fraud. Second, the referendum
occurred under a state of emergency
declared after the botched coup
attempt.  Although neither coups nor
emergency rule is without precedent
in Turkey, this time around the state
of emergency clearly enabled the
Erdogan government to affect the
outcome of this historic voting,
carrying out a massive witch hunt to
silence criticism of the proposals in
the independent media. Dissidents of
all shades as well as ordinary people
were subject to arbitrary arrest,
dismissal from employment,
expropriation, and revocation of
passports and citizenships without
due process. Among the many alarms
raised, the Venice Commission, the
Council of Europe’s advisory body on
constitutional law, expressed fear that
‘the extremely unfavourable
environment for journalism and the
increasingly impoverished and one-
sided public debate that prevail in
Turkey’ endangered the chances that
the referendum would be meaningful
and inclusive. On 25 April, after the
amendment package’s approval, the
European Union’s parliamentary
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Erdogan (right) and current rival Fethullah Gülen in happier times.
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assembly placed Turkey’s
file under review.

The far-right nationalist
party in Turkey supported a
‘yes’ vote on the referendum,
and the pro-Kurdish party is
virtually broken by a wave of
detentions and arrests of its
officials and parliamentary
deputies. So the only
effective opposition party
left to contest the results on
the basis of voting
irregularities is the
Republican People’s Party
(CHP). The CHP objected, in
particular, to the Election
Commission’s controversial
decision to allow the
counting of millions of votes
that lacked an official stamp,
and appealed to the Council
of State, the highest
administrative court, to
overturn that decision. On 25 April,
however, the Council of State ruled
against the CHP’s appeal on the
grounds that it had no jurisdiction
over the electoral board’s decision. It
appears that the judicial process is
exhausted.

Nonetheless, given the small
margin of ‘yes’ votes and the other
doubts about the referendum, many
are now asking, ‘What now?’ Despite
all the institutional advantages at his
disposal and the far-right nationalist
backing, Erdogan hardly won a
crushing victory. And he had made it
a matter of political life and death.

So will the AKP leader push the
pause button in his quest to forge an
all-powerful executive? Or will he,
with his customary bravado, ignore
the thinness of the majority – which
encapsulates the reality of a country
split right down the middle and ready
to explode – and proceed as planned?

‘What now?’ is not the best
question to ask with respect to a
leader such as Erdogan. He flatly
rejected the opposition’s claims of
fraud and proclaimed the results as
final, fullstop. His reaction to the
European criticisms was to cry
Islamophobia. Meanwhile, the
referendum has emboldened Erdogan
in his campaign against the Gülenists.

Just three days after the balloting, his
government rounded up another
1,000 ‘secret imams’, mostly in the
police force, and stated that another
2,200 were being sought. Erdogan is
likely to plough ahead immediately
with implementation of the
amendments. The signal question is
why.

Why institutionalise?

Erdogan’s obsessive resolve to
change Turkey’s system of
government from parliamentary to
presidential-on-steroids represents a
desire to lend de jure formality to a
de facto situation. As the towering
political figure in the country, the
president already enjoys unchecked
executive authority, uses his party as
a personal vehicle, handpicks the
party’s nominees for parliamentary
slots, is accountable to no one and
abides by no rule, not even the
popular will. This last point was
underscored when Erdogan refused to
accept the results of the 7 June 2015
general elections that interrupted the
AKP’s inexorable 13-year rise.
Instead, he plunged the country into
snap elections five months later and
restarted the bloody war with the
Kurds to garner right-wing nationalist

votes.
Erdogan, in short, had already

established himself as the most
powerful chief executive since the
founder of the republic, Mustafa
Kemal Atatürk, who was in office
from 1923-38. Atatürk’s legacy of
state-enforced secularism and
Westernisation, or Kemalism, ruled
formal Turkish politics for decades
after his death. So why would
Erdogan wish to institutionalise a
reality that already fulfils his dreams?
The follow-up query would be: Why
would he depart from the legacy of
Turkish centre-right parties, upon
which, in its formative years, the AKP
claimed to have modelled itself?
When in power, the centre-right
parties relied on informal practices
rather than formal rules, altering no
institutions but reshuffling their
personnel, and ruling through
communal and patronage networks
rather than prescribed procedures.

One obvious reason is that in the
early years of his party’s
parliamentary majorities, when
Erdogan was prime minister (and the
presidency was a largely ceremonial
post), the AKP shifted the balance of
power that favoured the secular
establishment led by the military,
something that no actor on the right
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A man casting his vote during the 16 April referendum. While voters approved the set of consti-
tutional amendments on the ballot, there were several serious concerns about the manner in
which  the referendum was carried out.
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ever dared to try. The retreat of the
secular establishment opened the
space for him to make the most radical
shakeup in Turkish history.

Erdogan’s own response to these
questions is obviously more
accommodating of himself: His
moves are not dictated by self-interest
or personal ambition but instead are
part of a nobler project of good
governance. In fact, Erdogan has
repeatedly defended his unflinching
commitment to an empowered
presidency as a way to avoid the
inefficiency and gridlock caused by
a divided parliament and ‘multiple
decision-making centres’ in Turkish
democracy.

From politics of redress to
politics of fear

Yet structural instability,
government shutdowns and
legitimation crises lead to political
impasses in many presidential
systems – and do not induce yearning
for an Erdogan-style solution. What,
therefore, are the real agendas behind
Erdogan’s pursuit of a change of
political system? To address this
question, it is necessary to look more
analytically at the invisible catalysts
at work in the background.

A good place to start is to
recognise that Erdogan is the poster
child of a new genre of world leaders
who embody a major shift towards the
decline of democracies. The leaders
in this genre give voice to some fierce,
deeply rooted resentment. In the US,
it is the once dominant white
conservative plurality’s indignation at
the dislocations of global capitalism;
in Turkey, it is the historical alienation
of the conservative-religious masses,
who felt excluded from key
institutions as well as the decisions
and benefits of the secular,
Westernised regime. In the eyes of
this restless base, the AKP
governments have restored freedom
of religion (for instance, ending the
ban on headscarves in public-sector
workplaces), delivered enviable
economic growth that elevated their
constituents’ social and financial
standing, and made Turkey a big

player in the region. This last effort,
by opening up Middle Eastern
markets, also serves the wellbeing of
the rising conservative middle classes.

This politics of redress created a
sizeable pious middle class ready to
do whatever the AKP leader asked,
but the downside is that it also
produced the need to sustain the
advantages of the new landscape for
the party’s constituents. An argument
could well be made that Turkey’s new
Islam-friendly middle classes live in
a state of constant insecurity, fearing
that if the party loses its 15-year grip
on the levers of power, its supporters
will suffer at the hands of the victims
of Erdogan’s own measures of
recrimination. Those measures are
marked by a profound disregard for
democracy; an interest in cracking
social fissures wide open rather than
healing them; an appetite for revenge
on opponents; and an itch to send
shockwaves rather than peaceful
messages to the secular establishment
and the West. Erdogan’s style of
leadership has exacerbated the
conflict between the secular
establishment and the Islam-friendly
conservative middle classes, the very
conflict that birthed the grievances of
Erdogan’s base in the first place.
Moreover, it reproduced this faultline,
in a different modality perhaps, but
with even more animosity and
segregation than before.

For Erdogan and his allied
pundits, a strong and institutionally
secure presidential system provides
long-term insurance for the recently
achieved status of the formerly
aggrieved Islam-friendly social
classes. It permits Erdogan to blaze
his own warpath and attack his
enemies without being undercut by
democratic constraints like separation
of powers, a free press and an
independent judiciary.

These insecurities exist not only
at the grassroots but also at the regime
level. Erdogan’s design to impose a
more centralised authority on the
country by way of a presidency-on-
steroids is not simply a mindless
power trip or a manifestation of
vindictive impulses towards
perceived enemies. The wounds

inflicted on thousands without due
process suggest that the president’s
increasing preoccupation with power
and his antipathy for critics stem less
from primal instincts than from a
sense that his accomplishments are
precarious.

The coup attempt and the
subsequent crackdown, the harshness
of which is by now an Erdogan
trademark, have also heightened the
unpredictability of the military, which
might be tempted to stage a revanchist
coup. The Gezi protests of 2013; the
elections of June 2015, when the AKP
lost its bearings for the first time since
2002, and the leadership’s resulting
move towards a more nationalist
discourse to recoup the votes lost to
the far-right party; the ongoing
bloodshed and resistance in the
Kurdish regions; and finally the
underwhelming results of the
referendum all add to the threat
perceptions in the Turkish president’s
mind.

The regime’s DNA, and
what else?

The troubling response of the
AKP leadership to these worries is
often traced to the Kemalist regime’s
secular republican roots, from which
grew a leadership tradition of cult of
personality, obedience among the
citizenry, intolerance of non-ethnic
Turkish and non-Sunni identities, and
obsession with the security of the
state. There is a great deal of truth in
contentions that the central tenets of
Erdogan’s dispensation are
symptomatic of the regime’s DNA  –
marked by an absence of a democratic
propensity to accept diversity,
difference, freedoms and identity
rights, morally as well as legally.
Coupled with a political tradition that
allows for few true meeting points and
consensus-seeking mechanisms
between diverse groups, this
inheritance has boxed the actors into
demagoguery, resulting in an
authoritarian stance and ‘pragmatism’
as a disguise for poverty of ideas and
isolation from reality.

The AKP, in its wariness of
opposition, is no different from its
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Kemalist predecessors. The party’s
efforts between 2002 and 2010 to
establish a modicum of civilian
supremacy, for instance, were not
motivated by commitment to the
principle of democratic civilian
control. This project was driven,
rather, by the behaviour of an
aggressive and potentially hostile
secular establishment (the military,
the judiciary and then president
Ahmet Sezer), which was treating
Erdogan’s administration with overt
disdain and threatening to outlaw the
AKP via the courts. Similarly, the
reforms to align Turkey with the
European Union were a means for the
party to shore up its own political
credentials free from the restraining
and demeaning strategies of the
military as well as bolster religious
freedoms in public spaces.

And, with regard to Erdogan’s
current bêtes noires, the aftermath of
the bungled coup was not the first
time that he was embroiled in struggle
with the movement of Fethullah
Gülen. The movement had backed the
AKP in its consecutive electoral
triumphs since 2002. And it played
an important part in curtailing if not
completely eroding the political
aspirations of the infamous Turkish
military, which helped Erdogan to
reshape Kemalist power centres.

But the Gülen movement’s
domination of the police force and
sectors of the judiciary also enabled
it to orchestrate the revelation of a
huge corruption scandal in December
2013, which implicated Erdogan,
three cabinet ministers and a clutch
of trusted bureaucrats. Erdogan hit
back hard by purging the police –
which he once regarded as a counter-
power to the military – on the basis
that it had laid the groundwork for a
graft investigation without
‘permission’. Ostensibly, Gülenists
have been at odds with Erdogan over
the government’s hawkishness
towards Israel, its stalling of EU
reforms, its erstwhile search for
compromise with the Kurdish
movement and its plans to shut down
the Gülenist network of schools. In
reality, it is safe to say that the battle
between the sides is not ideological;

nor is it about distinct understandings
of Islam and its role. It is about
jostling for positions of power in the
AKP administration. For Gülenists
these posts offer ways to safeguard
and expand their vast internal and
global political and economic
networks.

The doer

Yet there is more to Erdogan than
rigid principles of republican tradition
resurfacing in a neo-Islamist. In The
New Yorker, David Remnick quoted
a conversation between Barack
Obama and his senior aide Valerie
Jarrett that occurred just before the
November 2016 US election. Jarrett
asked Obama if he would run for
another term if he could. Obama’s
response: ‘No. Look, at some point
you lose touch. You get worn down.
At some point, you start getting into
bad habits.’

The same question might be
asked of Erdogan, who, counting his
premierships, has been at the helm in
Turkey for 15 years: Does he not feel
‘worn down’? The Jarrett-Obama
conversation goes to the heart of why
there is a yawning gap between
Obama’s thoughtful leadership and
Erdogan’s hard-headed heedlessness
of the perils of the choppy seas ahead.
Erdogan is no political novice, and
he has learnt lessons of endurance that
Obama probably could not have. He
weathered rough sailing through the
AKP rank and file to become mayor
of Istanbul, then prime minister and
then president. Erdogan’s kind of
leadership is driven more by night-
and-day scheming to capture, exercise
and (at all costs) keep power than by
thought-out ideas or political
programmes. Fatigue would be a
distraction.

It follows that Erdogan is known
not just for macro- but also for micro-
politicking. His political profile has
been marked by a confrontational
style that entails provoking, playing
to his base while dividing, and then
managing, without necessarily
resolving, crises. The liberal,

democratic and state secular critiques
of Erdogan tend to assign his
authoritarian traits to an ‘Islamist’
character rather than pure jockeying
for political power. Busy denouncing
the AKP as religious reactionaries,
these critics overlook the bitter reality
that the AKP’s original reforms were
motivated as well by real grievances
of the masses. For the staunchly
secular critics, whose own commit-
ment to democracy is dubious,
religion conveniently continues to
serve to explain everything.

True, Erdogan is a social
conservative who seems committed to
raising a pious new generation of
Turks with at least three children per
household. He scorns abortion and C-
section operations, and has made
legislative changes to tighten controls
on the sale, consumption and
promotion of alcoholic beverages.
Despite these moralistic salvos, most
Turks have come to admit that there
has been no systematic Islamisation
of the state. Contrary to the
assumptions among some secular
circles, the troubling features of
Erdogan’s AKP do not appear to be
rooted in ‘Islamism’ but to a large
extent in an understanding of
democracy that drops plenty of hints
that the party leader is, in fact, a
political hack puzzling out how to
harness and entrench his power. Even
his strong belief in the popular will, a
watchword of the Turkish right,
secular and religious, has proven to
be conditional, as seen in his
aforementioned refusal to accept the
June 2015 election results.

Immediately afterward, the
armed forces resumed extensive
operations against Kurdish militants,
ostensibly because the peace process
had become impossible for the state
to sustain. Kurdish militants retaliated
in sanguinary fashion, resulting in the
declaration of special security zones
in 15 provinces in southeastern
Turkey, where nearly 100,000 people
are said to have fled their homes to
escape the violence.

Although they were all driven
strongly for power, in many ways,
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Erdogan departs from the tradition of
Turkish republican leaders. He defies
the traditional ‘over-cautiousness’ in
rattling the status quo. He lacks the
thick skin and willingness to
compromise that almost all the leaders
of the Turkish Republic have shown
themselves to have.  Moreover, as he
is virulently anti-Western – which
also serves to boost his electoral
fortunes – he is not as interested as
past leaders in modern trends in
politics, technology or literature.
Shunning the serious mien of most
republican leaders, he covers up his
lack of intellectual curiosity with
arrogance and a macho image.
Erdogan has always taken pride in
appealing to Turkey’s male voters as
a ‘doer’.

Erdogan’s pious middle-class
base is the main catalyst that makes
it possible for him to put his plans into
action. As a corollary to having
improved their lifestyle to a world-
class level, and having poured their
trust into Erdogan to protect that
status, these middle classes have
given precedence to material
enrichment over anything else, which
includes turning a blind eye to the
extrajudicial abuse of their friends,
neighbours, teachers, professors,
doctors and lawyers. The same
desensitisation is observable among
a significant portion of Turkey’s
secular non-democrats, who keep
dredging up the secular-Islamist
binary and rejoice at the spectre of the
violation of human rights and due
process for Erdogan’s ‘religious’
opponents, the Gülenists.

The future

The future that looms ahead
looks as grim as the new system of
government. Very few in Turkey
believe that, in the next 10 years, the
country can be stable, peaceful and
economically rock-solid – a place that
inspires hope and optimism in its own
citizens as well as among Westerners
and Middle Eastern neighbours. Most
feel that the AKP leader has lost his
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way, and the cause, vision and
direction of his party, by jerking from
a centrist position to the far right,
killing the dream of EU accession,
reigniting war with the Kurds and
exploiting a thwarted coup attempt to
consolidate his own power while
pretending to follow the public’s
wishes. It is highly significant that
even key figures in Erdogan’s own
party are silent about the new system
that the referendum introduced.

And yet, many Turks also feel
that they need to be positive to survive
this profound crisis. Constitutions,
leaders and political parties, after all,
construct frameworks for various
groups to get organised and engage.
To be sure, even if the AKP’s
constitutional amendments package
were a liberal-democratic fairytale
come true, it would take a truly
remarkable popular mobilisation to
bring about a groundswell in Turkish
politics. In any case, for the tens of
thousands of victims of Erdogan’s
repression – including my journalist
friend Lale – the groundswell might
come too late to alleviate the
injustices imposed on them and
validated by a politicised judiciary.
But it can be imagined: Recall the
‘democratic’ amendments to the
Turkish constitution approved by
referendum in 2010. Then, Erdogan
swerved from the promise of a more
liberal order, one that had just been
endorsed by the people, and trampled
on rights and liberties. On this
occasion, the opposite may happen:
An authoritarian constitutional order
is in the offing, and Turks desirous of
greater democracy may summon the
will and the wherewithal to resist.
Perhaps the deep sociological
cleavage in the country can be
transformed into a promising agenda
of activism.

The hope stems, as with the social
origins of the AKP’s rise, from a
resentment. Almost half the country
is deeply angry about Erdogan’s
politics of manipulation. At the same
time, the infuriated 50% harbours a
sense of helplessness that can sour

into depression. It is probably this
paradox that will provoke a serious
challenge to Erdogan in the future,
transcending the impotent opposition
parties, spilling into unorthodox
channels and inventing new forms of
protest.

The younger generation of
‘lifestyle democrats’ adopts
democratic sensibilities mostly on
those issues that concern the
preservation of particular habits. They
are adept in the digital world and
jealously guard themselves from the
gaze of conservatives by retreating
into private safe havens. It seems,
nonetheless, that they are the most
energetic candidates for the job of
starting a new story for Turkey. They
were the driving forces in the Gezi
protests, aligning themselves with a
rainbow coalition of identities,
ideologies, ages and causes.

Failure to redefine secularism to
address the real issues of politics and
instead harking back to a corrosive
dichotomy between secularists and
Islamists to explain everything wrong
in Turkey continues to deprive the old
generation of secularist elites of a
chance for a meaningful role in post-
Erdogan Turkey. But there is also a
different brand of the old generation
of secularists. They believe in
separation of state institutions from
religion; they have abiding antipathy
for Erdogan but are not steeped in the
old secular ways. When the
organisational and digital skills of
bubble-preserving young democrats
are combined with the talents of
globally minded, middle-aged
professionals and the more genuinely
and broadly democratic older
generation of Turkish men and
women, it may be possible for the
country to overcome its present
predicament of outrage and
powerlessness. ◆

Ümit Cizre is professor of politics and founder and
former director of the Center for Modern Turkish
Studies at Istanbul Sehir University. Her latest book
is The Turkish AK Party and Its Leader: Criticism,
Opposition and Dissent (Routledge). She currently
resides in Virginia in the US. The above article was
first published on Middle East Report Online, on
the website of the Middle East Research and Infor-
mation Project (merip.org).
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Two sides of the Palestinian coin:
Hunger strike/Gaza

After 40 days, Palestinian prisoners suspended their hunger strike which they had
launched in April in protest against Israel’s oppressive prison conditions. Not

unexpectedly, the international media (particularly the Western media) paid scant
notice to their plight, just as it has pointedly ignored the deepening crisis facing the
people of Gaza, impoverished by the prison-like conditions imposed by the Israeli
authorities and subjected to their brutal military attacks. Richard Falk comments.

THE Palestinian hunger strike
protesting Israeli prison conditions
was suspended on 27 May after 40
days, at a time when many of the
1,000 or so strikers were experiencing
serious deterioration of health – most
were by then hospitalised – and when
the holy period of Ramadan was
about to commence, creating
continuity between the daytime
fasting of the Muslim faithful and the
prior desperate protest of the strikers.

What was perhaps most notable
about this extraordinary gesture of a
mass prolonged hunger strike was that
it was treated as hardly worthy of
notice by the world media or even by
the United Nations, which ironically
is regularly attacked by diplomats and
the media in the West for being overly
preoccupied with Israeli wrongdoing.

It needs appreciating that
recourse to a collective hunger strike
is a most demanding form of political
resistance, invariably provoked by
prolonged outrage, requiring courage
and a willingness to endure hardship
by participants, as well as subjecting
their will to as harsh a test as life
offers. To continue foregoing food for
40 days is a life-threatening and
heroic act, a commitment never
lightly undertaken.

With Bobby Sands as their leader,
10 imprisoned Irish Republican Army
(IRA) hunger strikers starved
themselves unto their death in 1981.
The world watched in rapt attention
as this extraordinary spectacle of self-
inflicted death unfolded day by day.
Without openly acknowledging what
was happening before their eyes,
hardened political leaders in London
silently took notice of the moral
challenge they confronted, shifting

no end in sight. Prison authorities
immediately resorted to punitive
measures to torment those prisoners
who were on strike. Such a response
underscores ‘democratic’ Israel’s
refusal to treat with respect non-
violent forms of resistance by the
Palestinian people.

At the same time as the prison
drama was unfolding, Gaza was
experiencing a deepening of its
prolonged crisis that has been cruelly
manipulated by Israel to keep the
civilian population of almost two
million on the brink of starvation and
in constant fear of military onslaught.

Supposedly the caloric intake for
subsistence has been used as a
benchmark by Israeli authorities for
restricting the flow of food to Gaza.
And since that seems insufficient to
impose the level of draconian control
sought by Israel, three massive
military attacks and countless
incursions since the end of 2008 have
inflicted heavy casualties on the
civilian population of Gaza and

tactics abruptly and beginning to
work towards a political compromise
for Northern Ireland in a manner that
would have been unthinkable without
the strike.

The Palestinians can harbour no
such hopes, at least in the near term.
Israel deliberately clouds the moral
and political embedded challenges by
releasing videotapes supposedly
showing ‘snacks’ secretly being eaten
by the strike leader, Marwan
Barghouti. The fact that this
accusation was vigorously denied by
his immediate family and lawyer is
occasionally noted in the world
media, but only as a detail that does
not diminish the impact of
discrediting the authenticity of the
strike. Whether true or not, Israel
succeeded in shifting attention away
from the strike and avoids doing
anything significant to improve prison
conditions, much less take steps to
end the severe abuses of the
Palestinian people over the course of
an incredible period of 70 years with
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Residents of the West Bank city of Nablus stage a sit-in in support of hunger-striking
Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails.
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caused much devastation, a
cumulative catastrophe for this utterly
vulnerable, impoverished, captive
population. In such a context, the fact
that Hamas has retaliated with what
weaponry it possessed, even if
indiscriminate, is to be expected even
if not in accord with international
humanitarian law.

A leading intellectual resident of
Gaza, Haidar Eid, has recently written
a poignant dispatch from the
frontlines of continuous flagrant
Israeli criminality, ‘On Gaza and the
horror of the siege’. Eid ended his
essay with these disturbing lines:

‘We fully understand that the
deliberate withholding of food or the
means to grow food in whatever form
is yet another strategy of Israel’s
occupation, colonisation, and
apartheid in Palestine, and, therefore,
should be viewed as an abnormality,
even a pogrom!

‘But what we in Gaza cannot

W O R L D  A F F A I R S

Beyond this, Eid noted that the
authority of BDS is a result of an
authoritative Palestinian call to which
the peoples of the world are implored
to respond. This shift away from
intergovernmental empowerment
from above to a reliance on
empowerment by a victimised people
and their authentic representatives
embodies Palestinian hopes for a
more humane future, and for an
eventual realisation of long-denied
rights.

It is appropriate to merge in our
moral imagination the ordeals of the
prisoners in Israeli jails with those of
the people of Gaza, without forgetting
the encompassing fundamental reality
– the Palestinian people as a whole,
regardless of their specific
circumstances, are being victimised
by an Israeli structure of domination
and discrimination in a form that
constitutes apartheid and different
forms of captivity.

It seems that the hunger strike
failed to induce Israel to satisfy many
of the demands of the strikers for
improved conditions. What it did
achieve was to remind Palestinians
and the world of the leadership gifts
of Marwan Barghouti, and it
awakened the Palestinian population
to the moral and political imperative
of sustaining and manifesting
resistance as an alternative to despair,
passivity and submission.

Israelis and some of their most
ardent supporters speak openly of
declaring victory for themselves,
defeat for the Palestinians. Regardless
of our religious or ethnic identity, we
who live outside the circle of Israeli
oppression should be doing our
utmost to prevent any outcome that
prolongs Palestinian unjust suffering
or accepts it as inevitable.

What is unspeakable must
become undoable. ◆

Richard Falk is an international law and interna-
tional relations scholar who taught at Princeton
University for 40 years. Since 2002 he has lived in
Santa Barbara, California, and taught at the local
campus of the University of California in Global
and International Studies. He also chairs the Board
of the Nuclear Age Peace Foundation. The above
article is reproduced from his Global Justice in the
21st Century blog (https://
richardfalk.wordpress.com/).

fathom is: Why it is allowed to
happen?’

At the start of Ramadan, Eid
appealed to the world to stand up
against what he calls ‘incremental
genocide’ ‘by heeding the BDS
[boycott, divestment, sanctions] call
made by Palestinian Civil Society’.

It is significant that Eid’s appeal
was to civil society rather than to the
Palestinian Authority entrusted with
representing the Palestinian people on
the global stage, or for a revival of
‘the peace process’ that went on for
20 years within the Oslo Framework,
or to the UN that accepted
responsibility after Britain gave up its
Palestine mandate at the end of World
War II. These conventional modes of
conflict resolution have all failed,
while steadily worsening the situation
of the Palestinian people and
nurturing the ambition of the Zionist
movement to reach its goal of
territorial expansion.

A woman prepares dinner in her house in Gaza’s el-Zohor slum district. Gaza has
been ‘experiencing a deepening of its prolonged crisis that has been cruelly manipu-
lated by Israel to keep the civilian population... on the brink of starvation and in con-
stant fear of military onslaught’.

A demonstration in Sydney, Australia, backing the BDS (boycott, divestment, sanc-
tions) call made by Palestinian civil society.
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Syria: Neocons get almost giddy
When President Trump ordered the cruise-missile strike against Syria in April, it

revived the spirits of many of the neoconservative hawks in Washington who had
been responsible for instigating the US invasion of Iraq. Jim Lobe explains.

IN the wake of the 6 April cruise-
missile strike against Syria’s al-
Shayrat airfield, neoconservative
hawks, many of whom beat the drums
for war in Iraq 14 years ago, are
feeling the warm spring breezes of
renewal and rejuvenation. Suddenly
hopeful that Donald Trump may yet
be coming around to their worldview,
neoconservatives are full of praise for
the action, which they (like many
liberal interventionists) insist was
long overdue. Not surprisingly,
neocons are pressing for more.

The strike, which marked a
dramatic reversal by a president who
had strongly opposed any similar
action by Barack Obama in 2013,
coincided with a number of reports
that Steve Bannon’s influence on
Trump was on the wane amid
intensified infighting between
Bannon’s ‘nationalism’ and Jared
Kushner and Gary Cohn’s
‘globalism’. The potential eclipse of
Bannon has only added to the
giddiness of the neocons as they
anticipate what might now be
possible.

For now, at least, it’s the generals
– in the form of National Security
Adviser H.R. McMaster and
Pentagon chief James ‘Mad Dog’
Mattis – who appear to be masters of
the moment both with respect to the
decision to strike and the specificity
of the target. The principal
justification for the strike – to uphold
the international ban on chemical
weapons as opposed to, say, the
broader aim of ‘regime change’ – was
also narrowly drawn, reflecting the
military’s determination to avoid
being drawn into yet another Middle
East civil war.

Nonetheless, the neocons, who
have rarely met a slippery military
slope they weren’t tempted to roll
down, embraced wholeheartedly both
the strike and its justification. They

view it as a first – but absolutely
necessary – step towards a new phase
of US interventionism of precisely the
kind that Bannon and his ‘nationalist’
and Islamophobic allies abhor. The
perceived decline in Bannon’s
influence gives them an opening that,
until the events in Syria, they thought
was out of reach.

Thus, the dominant theme for
neocons in the strike’s aftermath was
applause for what they see as an
abandonment of Obama’s post-Libya
policy of military restraint and, quite
possibly, the restoration of
Washington’s credibility as the global
hegemon newly resolved to impose
its will anywhere it sees a threat to its
vital interests very broadly defined.

Neocons exult

Elliott Abrams, a top Mideast
aide to George W Bush who Trump
rejected as Deputy Secretary of State
reportedly as a result of Bannon’s
opposition, thus exulted in the Weekly
Standard over the 6 April strike with
the kind of capitalised flattery that
appeared as carefully targeted at
Trump’s enormous ego as the most
sophisticated cruise missile. No

doubt, Abrams still entertains hopes
of getting a top post in the
administration if Bannon’s declining
influence is true. Abrams wrote:

‘The president has been chief
executive since January 20, but this
week he acted also as Commander in
Chief. And more: he finally accepted
the role of Leader of the Free World.

‘… And the strike will have far
wider effects [beyond Syria]. It was
undertaken while Chinese president
Xi was with Trump in Florida. Surely
this new image of a president willing
to act will affect their conversations
about North Korea. Vladimir Putin
will think again about his relations
with the United States, and will realise
that the Obama years of passivity are
truly over. Allies and friends will be
cheered, while enemies will realise
times have changed. When next the
Iranians consider swarming around an
American ship in the Gulf, they may
think again.’

Bill Kristol – the Standard’s
editor-at-large and co-founder and
director of the Project for the New
American Century (PNAC), which
did so much to coordinate with the
Bush administration in rallying elite
support for the Iraq invasion –
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Part of the al-Shayrat airfield in Syria after it was hit by a US cruise-missile strike on
6 April.
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declared Abrams’s analysis a ‘must
read’ in a tweet issued on 7 April
morning.

Indeed, prominent neocons
clearly saw their opportunity after the
lethal chemical attack on Khan
Sheikhoun in Idlib province on 4
April to press their agenda on the
administration.

None other than Paul Wolfowitz,
Bush’s Deputy Defence Secretary and
a chief architect of the Iraq invasion
and disastrous aftermath, suggested
in a Wall Street Journal op-ed that
statements by Trump’s senior officials
suggesting that Washington was
reconciled to Bashar al-Assad’s
continued rule over the country may
have emboldened the Syrian leader to
test the limits:

‘Let us hope Mr Trump will
reassess the impact of recent
statements by members of his
administration indicating that the US
is prepared to live with the Assad
regime. The Syrians – and their
Russian and Iranian backers – might
well have interpreted this as a signal
that they could continue terrorising
the population.’

Encouraged by Trump’s initial
verbal condemnation of the gas
attack, Wolfowitz made clear that
action was required: ‘President
Trump may have initially believed
that he could avoid the fork in the road
presented by the Assad regime’s use
of chemical weapons in Syria by
simply blaming the crime on Barack
Obama’s failure to enforce his “red
line” four years ago. Fortunately it
seems he has reconsidered.’

To drive the point home, the
Journal editors headlined the op-ed
‘For Syria, Words Won’t Be Enough:
Trump says attacking civilians crosses
“many lines”. Will he back it up?’

Meanwhile, the looniest among
the neocons, former CIA director
James Woolsey – who was one of the
first to publicly claim a connection
between Saddam Hussein and 9/11 –
was urging Trump to do much, much
more than a simple retaliatory strike:

‘This at least gives us an
opportunity to do something that is
tied to the Syrian events, and that
would be to use force against the

Iranian nuclear programme … If we
want to change the nature of the threat
to us in that part of the world, what
we have to do is take out the Iranian
nuclear programme – if we can
without hitting any Russian units –
and some of the Syrian capability.’

Pump up the volume

Although most other neocons
were not quite so explicit about their
fondest desires, they made perfectly
clear that the 6 April cruise-missile
strike should only be a first step
towards a larger regional strategy
designed to roll back Iranian (and
Russian) influence (much as PNAC
warned after 9/11 that taking out the
Taliban in Afghanistan should only be
a first step in the war against terror).
Writing in the New York Daily News,
Fred Kagan of the American
Enterprise Institute (AEI) argued that:

‘President Trump’s decision to
attack the airfield from which the
most recent chemical attack was
launched must be the start of a new
strategy. It must begin a campaign to
drive the Assad regime to
compromise. It must be the start of
an effort to regain the confidence of
Sunni Arabs in Syria and around the
world that the US stands with them
against all those who would attack
them, ISIS and Al Qaeda as well as
Iran and its proxies.’

Katherine Zimmerman has also
echoed this theme of backing the
region’s Sunni states. Like both
Wolfowitz and Kagan, Zimmerman is

based at AEI, the neoconservative
think-tank that not only led the public
campaign for invading Iraq but played
a critical role in planning the post-
invasion occupation. She wrote:

‘The US cruise missile strikes are
the first step to restoring America’s
credibility within the very population
– the Sunni Arabs – that it must win
over to secure its strategic interests
in the Middle East. The action against
the Assad regime starts to chip away
at al Qaeda’s narrative that it alone is
the defender of the Syrian Sunni. But
an isolated response will not achieve
systemic effects. It is impossible to
defeat al Qaeda and ISIS without the
support of the Sunni, and re-
establishing America’s credibility will
certainly be difficult.’

(The irony of AEI’s strong
backing for Sunnis throughout the
region is particularly rich, given its
historic role in enhancing the
influence of Ahmad Chalabi in the
run-up to the Iraq invasion. Once re-
installed in Iraq, Chalabi, a Shiite, was
the principal driver of the ‘de-
Baathification’ that principally
victimised Iraqi Sunnis.)

The same message was conveyed
on 7 April by Christopher Griffin, the
executive director of the Foreign
Policy Initiative (FPI), PNAC’s lineal
descendant, in a bulletin entitled
‘Syria Airstrike Necessary But
Insufficient’ in which he argued for
reviving US efforts to ‘empower a
moderate opposition’ to Assad with
the larger ambition of diminishing
Iran’s influence:
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Neoconservative hawks like Elliott Abrams (pic) have lauded the US strike on al-Shayrat,
seeing it as marking an abandonment of military restraint and the possible restora-
tion of Washington’s credibility as global hegemon.
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‘[I]t may now be possible for the
US to coordinate a meaningful
coalition that brings together its Sunni
Arab allies and potential partners
within the Syrian opposition. Since
2014, a major constraint on that
coordination has been Washington’s
insistence on supporting only military
operations against ISIS, and not the
Assad regime. If American policy is
revised, it will create new
opportunities to protect the Syrian
people from the Assad regime and to
legitimise non-extremist alternatives
to the ISIS and al Qaeda affiliates in
Syria.

‘… If American pressure can
limit Russian support while bringing
together a more effective anti-Assad
coalition, the United States may be
able to isolate Iran and place one of
its few allies in the Middle East at
risk. The United States should not
hesitate to seize such an
opportunity...’

Neocon overlap with Trump

Of course, this is precisely where
the neocon agenda overlaps with that
of Pentagon chief James Mattis, who,
of all the members of the Cabinet,
seems to enjoy the greatest influence
with Trump at the moment. Since
serving as chief of the US Central
Command (CENTCOM), he has said
on numerous occasions that Tehran
poses the greatest long-term threat to
US interests in the Middle East,
although, unlike many neocons, he
strongly supports complying with the
2015 nuclear deal, the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). In March, the current
CENTCOM commander, Army Gen.
Joseph Votel, repeated that threat
assessment and even suggested that
he was eager to confront Iran
militarily, presumably short of war.
‘We need to look at opportunities
where we can disrupt through military
means or other means [Iran’s]
activities,’ he said.

CENTCOM, of course, has
always been cosy with – and relied
on – the region’s Sunni autocrats,
whose seemingly insatiable appetite
for sophisticated US weaponry has

the added benefit of profiting US
arms producers (on whose boards
retired brass often serve). With Mattis
at the Pentagon, Obama’s notion that
Washington can help bring about
some kind of equilibrium between the
Sunni-led Gulf states to begin
stabilising the region is long gone.
Washington’s clear alignment with
the Emiratis and Saudis in their own
catastrophic Yemen campaign since
Trump took power makes that
particularly clear. And, with Benjamin
Netanyahu publicly boasting about
Israel’s growing security cooperation
with the Gulfies, especially with the
United Arab Emirates, out of their
mutual hostility towards Iran, the
convergence between the neocons
and the Pentagon, at least insofar as
the Middle East is concerned, is
growing.

At the same time, however, the
military has learnt through painful
experience, notably in Iraq, that
indulging neocon notions such as
‘regime change’ and ‘nation-building’
is the road to perdition. If the neocons
want to gain influence with the
ascendant powers in the
administration – Mattis, McMaster
and the brass – they have to proceed
delicately, one step at a time. For
example, Kristol’s tweet on 8 April –
‘Punishing Assad for use of chemical
weapons is good. Regime change in
Iran is the prize’ – is not going to help
their cause. Similarly, if you’re
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looking for slippery slopes, look no
further than the advice proffered by
Kristol’s partner-in-hegemonism at
PNAC and FPI, Bob Kagan, who
argued for a slew of follow-up steps
in a column entitled ‘What Must
Come Next in Syria’ in the
Washington Post on 9 April.

Griffin was one of about 150
mainly neocon national-security
wonks who signed letters insisting
that they would never serve in a
Trump administration, an act that
probably disqualifies him for
consideration. Some prominent
neocons – including Abrams, Fred
Kagan, former Cheney national
security adviser John Hannah, former
Undersecretary of State Paula
Dobriansky, former Assistant
Secretary of State Stephen
Rademaker, and Abram’s Mideast
aide on the National Security Council
Michael Doran, to name a few –
decided against signing. Given the
scores of senior foreign-policy
positions that remain unfilled under
Trump, this may be their moment.

Indeed, if Bannon and the
‘nationalists’ are truly in eclipse, even
some of those who signed those letters
may now be back in consideration. ◆

Jim Lobe served for some 30 years as the Washing-
ton DC bureau chief for Inter Press Service and is
best known for his coverage of US foreign policy
and the influence of the neoconservative movement.
This article is reproduced from his LobeLog for-
eign policy blog (lobelog.com).

The Iranian parliament in session. The US neocons argue that the strike on al-Shayrat
should only be a first step towards a larger strategy to roll back Iranian influence in
the Middle East.
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Survival of Africa’s indigenous
peoples ‘seriously threatened’

A new report on the state of the indigenous peoples around the globe has
highlighted the serious threats to the life and livelihood of indigenous peoples of

Africa. Baher Kamal explains.

THE cultures and very survival of
indigenous peoples in Africa are
seriously threatened. They are ignored
and neglected and fall victim to land
grabbing and land dispossession
caused by extractive industries,
agribusiness and other forms of
business operations.

These are some of the key
findings of a major report The
Indigenous World 2017, on the state
of indigenous peoples worldwide,
issued on the occasion of the 10th
anniversary of the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples.

The report, launched on 25 April
by the International Working Group
for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA)
during a meeting of the UN
Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues (24 April-5 May), emphasises
that in spite of progress, there are still
major challenges facing indigenous
peoples in Africa.

Africa is home to an estimated 50
million indigenous peoples; that’s
around 13% of the total of 270 million
indigenous peoples worldwide. They
live in all regions of Africa, with large
concentrations in North Africa where
the Amazigh people live. In West
Africa, there are large pastoralist
populations in countries like Niger,
Mali, Burkina Faso, Cameroon etc.
There are also large concentrations of
indigenous peoples in East Africa,
with big pastoralist populations in
countries like Ethiopia, Kenya,
Uganda and Tanzania. Hunter-
gatherers are found in many countries
in central and Southern Africa, though
they are smaller in number than the
pastoralist groups.

In several African states, explains
IWGIA, ‘indigenous peoples are yet
to be recognised as such’. Arguments

that all Africans are indigenous or that
the concept of ‘indigenous peoples’
is divisive and unconstitutional are
persistently expressed in political
statements and continue to shape the
policies of a number of African
countries.

Large-scale dispossession of
indigenous peoples’ lands remains a
significant challenge in several
African states, the report says, adding
that the global drive for raw materials,
agribusiness and building of major
infrastructure projects are pushing
indigenous peoples to their last
boundaries.

A recent African Commission
report on extractive industries and
indigenous peoples reveals the
negative impact several mining,
agribusiness and logging projects are
having on indigenous peoples’ land
rights and access to natural resources,
according to IWGIA.

In several cases, tensions with
indigenous peoples have led to open
conflicts, including loss of lives.

In this regard, the African
Commission has sent urgent appeals
to a number of African governments

on serious human rights violations
affecting indigenous peoples.

Forced evictions, human
rights violations

Marianne Wiben Jensen,
IWGIA’s senior advisor on Africa and
land rights, told Inter Press Service
(IPS) that Africa’s indigenous peoples
are victims of land grabbing and other
forms of land dispossession caused by
extractive industries, agribusiness and
other business operations.

‘This leads to forced evictions
and other forms of serious human
rights violations,’ she said, adding that
indigenous peoples in Africa are
‘marginalised economically and
politically and are only to a very
limited extent participating in
decision-making processes.’

‘So they have very limited
possibilities of voicing their
perspectives and priorities and
influencing their own futures,’ Wiben
Jensen warned, explaining that they
typically live in marginalised and
remote areas with very limited and
bad social infrastructure.

H U M A N  R I G H T S

Africa is home to an estimated 50 million indigenous peoples.
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The issue of extractive
industries is once again a
recurrent and overarching theme
in the indigenous world.
Numerous examples show that
both states and industries are
repeatedly ignoring the key
principle of free, prior and
informed consent.

Mega infrastructure
projects, investments in
extractive industries and large-
scale agriculture are increasingly
posing a threat to the everyday
life of indigenous peoples and
their ability to maintain their
land, livelihood and culture.

At the same time, Wiben
Jensen added, indigenous
peoples in Africa have proven to
be very resilient, and despite the
many problems they face and the
lack of support they receive from
their governments, they still
manage to survive in often very
harsh environments based on
their unique indigenous knowledge of
nature and natural resources.

‘All this is happening amidst an
alarming rate of violence and
discrimination of indigenous peoples
and human rights defenders around
the world.’

Wiben Jensen also warned that
violence against indigenous women
and girls continues to feature in
several indigenous communities in
Africa, including harmful cultural
practices such as female genital
mutilation, early or forced marriage

and inaccessibility of good standards
on reproductive rights.

Overall, one could put African
states into three categories as far as
the protection of indigenous peoples’
rights is concerned.

First, some African states have
fully endorsed the concept of
‘indigenous peoples in Africa’ and
have moved on to adopt legal or
policy frameworks aimed at
addressing the concerned com-
munities’ particular human rights
situation. ‘These states are still small
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A goldmine in Uganda. African indigenous peoples face the threat of dispossession
of their lands by extractive industries.

in number but their potential impact
is immense.’

Second, some African states
recognise and are willing to redress
the historical injustices and mar-
ginalisation suffered by certain
sections of their national populations
that self-identify as indigenous
peoples, ‘but remain uncomfortable
with the term “indigenous peoples”
and therefore prefer using alternative
concepts in their laws or policies.’

Third, there are African states
that continue to contest the existence
of indigenous peoples in the continent
or the relevance of the concept in
Africa. There are numerous reasons
for this denial, including a mis-

understanding of what the
concept ‘indigenous peoples in
Africa’ means.

The forgotten peoples,
reported

The Indigenous World 2017
is IWGIA’s 30th report on the
status of indigenous peoples and
comes in a special edition on the
occasion of the 10th anniversary
of the UN Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

It provides an update of the
current situation for indigenous
peoples worldwide and a
compre-hensive overview of the
main global trends and
developments affecting
indigenous peoples during 2016.
It contains 59 detailed country
reports and 12 articles on
defining global processes over
a total of 651 pages.

It also highlights that
despite some encouraging

national achieve-ments, the country
reports in this year’s edition continue
to illustrate the great pressures facing
indigenous communities at the local
level.

Over 70 experts, indigenous
activists and scholars have contri-
buted to The Indigenous World 2017,
which was published with support
from the Danish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs/Danida (the term used for
Denmark’s development coope-
ration). – IPS ◆

The Indigenous World 2017 report highlights major
challenges confronting Africa’s indigenous peoples.
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Forty years on, Argentina’s
bravest mothers keep marching

Forty years ago, Argentina’s ‘Mothers of Plaza de Mayo’ planted the seeds of a
resistance movement when they took to the capital’s main square to demand

answers about the fate of their children who had disappeared at the hands of the
military junta which had seized power. Although civilian rule was restored in 1983

and some of those guilty have since been convicted, the now octogenarian
mothers still continue to march demanding full accountability for the

‘30,000 disappeared’.

FORTY years ago, 14 women
gathered in a Buenos Aires square
known as Plaza de Mayo. They were
looking for their children, who had
disappeared at the hands of the
military dictatorship. They were
scared, but their desire to find their
loved ones was stronger than their
fear. They spontaneously decided to
join forces in order to force the
military junta to give them some
answers.

None of them could have
imagined at the time that they were
planting the seeds of a movement
which would never be eradicated
from the square, and which would
grow to be known the world over.

These days, the capital of
Argentina is organising music
festivals, photography exhibitions,
symposiums and documentary
screenings as a tribute to the Mothers
of Plaza de Mayo, those brave souls
who became a symbol of resistance
against the horrors of the regime.

At first, they would sit on the
benches and talk, using their knitting
as a cover to throw off the uniformed
guards who stared at them
suspiciously. Any gathering of three
or more people was forbidden under
the state of siege, and at one point a
police officer told them to keep
moving. The women got up and began
circling the monument to Belgrano
and then the Pirámide de Mayo,
across from the government palace

known as Casa Rosada.
‘When he told us to keep moving,

he triggered an endless dance,’ says
Nora Cortiñas, whose son Carlos
Gustavo Cortiñas was kidnapped,
never to be seen again, 15 days before
the creation of the Mothers of Plaza
de Mayo.

Just like him, men and women
who were members of guerilla
groups, political organisations and
unions were being dragged out of
their homes and plucked from the
streets and taken to clandestine
detention centres. Because no charges
were ever brought against them, nor
their location disclosed, the people
who were ‘sucked up’ in this way
became los desaparecidos, or the
disappeared.

The list of crimes perpetrated by
the state included kidnappings,
torture, baby theft from women who
gave birth while in prison, and forced
disappearances that took many forms,
including the ‘death flights’ in which
detainees were drugged and weighed
down before being thrown off aircraft
and into the River Plate.

‘At first we had high hopes of
finding them alive,’ explains Hebe de
Bonafini, president of the Mothers of
Plaza de Mayo. ‘We were certain that
we would find them, and that is why
we put all our energy and love into
that effort.’

‘We couldn’t imagine that it was
going to be so brutal,’ adds Mirta
Baravalle, whose daughter Ana María
was kidnapped in 1976, when she was

H U M A N  R I G H T S

Mar Centenera

The Mothers of Plaza de Mayo continue to gather at the Buenos Aires square every
week.



THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 319/320

55

five months pregnant.
The state repression had begun

in 1974, but it surged after the military
coup of 24 March 1976. In just a few
months, the desaparecidos could be
counted by the thousands. At police
precincts and prisons, women ran into
other women looking just as
downcast as themselves, and asked:
‘You too?’

‘There were 14 mothers at first;
when I joined we were already 20, and
the number grew by the week,’ recalls
Cortiñas. A few months later they
began wearing white headscarves –
originally these were their children’s
cloth nappies – and the head covering
quickly became the symbol of their
struggle.

The regime wrote them off as
‘those crazy women’, but they didn’t
care. Week after week they marched
around the central monument on
Plaza de Mayo to demand that their
children be returned to them alive,
and given a proper trial if it turned
out that they had committed any
crimes.

The movement did not peter out
even when three of its members were
kidnapped in late 1977, including
founder Azucena Villaflor. They were
betrayed by a former navy captain,
Alfredo Astiz, who infiltrated the
group after passing himself off as the
brother of a missing man.

‘Having fought for life and
against death, even when death has

H U M A N  R I G H T S

A gathering of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in 1977. ‘None of them could have imag-
ined at the time that they were planting the seeds of a movement which would never
be eradicated from the square, and which would grow to be known the world over.’

passed right by your side so many
times, gives you a lot of courage,’ says
de Bonafini.

The association celebrated
Argentina’s return to democracy in
1983, and the trial of junta members
who were sentenced to life in prison.
But they kept right on fighting against
the impunity that was encoded into
laws by the Raúl Alfonsín
administration (1983-89), followed
by the government pardons awarded
by Carlos Menem (1989-99) to the
regime leaders.

Their demands for justice and for
the preservation of the memory of the
30,000 people who disappeared under

the military regime were bolstered by
the derogation of amnesty laws under
the Kirchner administrations.
Hundreds of trials have since been
reopened, turning Argentina into a
global role model.

Now mostly octogenarians, the
Mothers keep going to the square
every Thursday. They have been
divided since 1986, when a splinter
group broke off and founded the
Mothers of Plaza de Mayo –
Founding Line due to disagreements
over state compensation and the
identification of remains.

But there are still more things
uniting than dividing them. ‘30,000
disappeared, present!’ they all chant
out from both sides of the square, as
though challenging the new
administration of President Mauricio
Macri for daring to question that
figure.

‘Mothers of the square, the
people embrace you,’ they often hear
from passersby. In the meantime, the
Mothers cling to their belief that one
day they will find out what happened
to all the missing victims of the
repression, and to their hope that the
new generations will carry on their
fight. ◆

This article, which was translated from the Span-
ish by Susana Urra, was first published on the El
País in English website (elpais.com/elpais/
inenglish.html).Photographs of disappeared victims of the military dictatorship in Argentina.



THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 319/320

56

Rural struggles in India against
exploitation bring women to

the fore
A fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work has been the main goal of women workers in
rural India. As the following article illustrates, although this struggle has been bitter
and protracted, women workers have demonstrated great tenacity in fighting and

organising themselves to realise this goal.

IT was a bitterly cold night and
several villagers huddled around a
small fire in Chilkana village, trying
to snatch fragments of warmth to
comfort their inadequately clothed
bodies. As the weather turned even
colder, the discussion became hotter.
Everyone agreed that stagnant farm
wages were making it very difficult
for them to make ends meet, but they
could not agree on the details of how
the demand for higher wages should
be raised.

Then one woman farm worker
spoke up, ‘Why not start with us?
After all, we are the most exploited
among the exploited workers.’

This was a new suggestion – no
one had imagined that women
workers would initiate the struggle for
better wages – but it appealed to
almost everyone present at the small
gathering.  Even though they toiled
as hard as the men, women workers
received just around half the wages.
While the wages for both men and
women were inadequate, what the
women workers got was doubly so.
So once the suggestion came up, it
made eminent sense to accept it.

The reason the idea of a women-
led struggle could be readily accepted
in this otherwise conservative rural
society in Saharanpur district in
India’s northern Uttar Pradesh state
was that a voluntary organisation
named Disha had been active here in
resisting all forms of discrimination,
including gender, religious and caste-

based discrimination. Disha had
organised camps where lawyers came
to provide information to workers
regarding minimum wage laws and
the legal rights of workers. Hence
Dalit women farm workers in
particular were very responsive to the
call for action as they were absolutely
fed up with the negligible payment
they received after toiling hard for the
entire day. (The Dalits constitute the
lowest caste in India’s caste system.)

Thus was started a campaign
which would become well known as
a struggle initiated and won by
women farm workers, and that too in
very hostile conditions. The support
extended by Disha was crucial for this
rare success of the poorest women
against the most influential landlords
in the area.

Women workers took the lead in
organising a strike at a time when
farm work was badly needed. The big

landowners were very angry as
workers were seen to be more willing
to work for smaller farmers. They
tried to bring in workers from outside
but women workers mounted guard
at key locations so that workers from
nearby villages could be persuaded
not to break labour unity.

A flashpoint arose when one of
the younger women workers slapped
a youth from a powerful family. She
complained that he had been stalking
her. Several influential personalities
in the area collected arms and entered
the house cum office of Disha
secretary K N Tiwari where he was
working with his wife Jahnvi and two
other women activists.

The leader of the mob told Tiwari
to stop instigating the workers. Tiwari
replied, ‘The struggle of the women
is a just one. We can discuss this in
detail whenever you want. You are
threatening me with a show of force

W O M E N

Bharat Dogra

A rally for women farmers’ rights.
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and arms, but we will never give up
our support for this movement.’

Women activists stood in front of
Tiwari and challenged the mob to first
face them. They were local residents
but the members of the mob had never
seen them in a state of such fury. They
had thought they would scare Tiwari
into submission but the situation had
turned out very differently. Gradually
the mob started dispersing.

After this there was no turning
back for the movement. Uma, one of
the participants, recalled, ‘It seemed
we had forgotten how it was to feel
scared.’

Many landowners actually did
not want a big confrontation but up
till that point, they had been overruled
by a dominant few. The moderates
now asserted themselves to get on
with their farming, and soon an
agreement was reached to increase the
wages of women workers. This was
later followed by a rise in the wages
of male workers too. Thus the wage
gap between the men and women
remained but the women workers
accepted this as their overall family
earnings had increased to enable them
to meet their immediate needs, which
was what they had sought.

This struggle took place about
three decades back but it is still
remembered by women in the area as
this proved to be a landmark
movement and the confidence which
it engendered encouraged them to
mobilise on a larger scale.

It was subsequently decided to
consolidate this success by forming a
broad-based organisation of farm
workers and small/marginal farmers
with a leading role for women. A
meeting of several villages was called
which attracted nearly 10,000
participants. At this gathering the
formation of a morcha or front called
the Women Workers and Small
Peasants Front was announced. This
organisation, simply called Morcha
by the people here, has since been
taking up issues of injustice affecting
weaker sections of the community.

While this work was initially
concentrated in the Sarsawa and
Sadhaula Qadim blocks of
Saharanpur district, eventually it

spilled over to a much wider region
as people, particularly women, from
several other villages came to Disha
with their complaints. Disha too on
its own initiated development projects
in other areas and started
collaborating closely with other
organisations elsewhere, mostly in
western Uttar Pradesh but to some
extent also in neighbouring
Uttarakhand state.

Disha was soon involved in
another confrontation, this time with
middlemen who had a grip on rope-
making artisans, controlling the raw
material supply and other aspects of
the work in such a way that the
artisans earned very little. Disha
managed to procure a direct supply
of the bhabhar grass used in rope-
making but the middlemen conspired
to set the entire stock on fire.
Undaunted, Disha then collaborated
with another voluntary organisation
Vikalp to form the Ghaar Area
Workers Front to protect the interests
of the artisans. This helped in raising
their earnings for some years before
this artisanal work declined under the
impact of wider market forces.

Disha and sister organisations
also helped landless households,
particularly Dalits, to get land pattas
(records of land ownership) and to
cultivate the land. When a big scare
appeared in the form of an
administrative order to take back
some of these pattas, Disha
collaborated with Vikalp to obtain
stay orders so that this reversal of land
reforms could be checked.

W O M E N

The year 1993 proved to be very
challenging for Disha. With rural
women again taking the lead, Disha
became the focal point of a
determined anti-liquor movement
against politically connected liquor
contractors. After a long struggle
which saw incidences of police
violence, they succeeded in closing
down a liquor shop in Pather village.

As the women activists of Disha
became better informed and more
confident, they took up numerous
individual cases of victimised women
and helped them to obtain justice.
Now the efforts of Disha to help out
distressed women enjoy a lot of
credibility not only in its main areas
of work but also beyond.

In the course of these efforts, the
capabilities of the women activists
themselves have grown, enabling
them to reach out and help even more
distressed people. One such activist
is Rajjo, who comes from a cobbler
household and went on to serve as
Vice-Chairperson of the Sultanpur
Chilkana Town Area Committee.
After being elected to this position,
she found herself busier than ever in
serving the poorest and resolving their
problems. She says, ‘I had never
imagined that I would be able to help
so many people, but thanks to
working with Disha and Morcha, new
opportunities were created such that
the impossible became possible.’   ◆

Bharat Dogra is a freelance journalist based in In-
dia who has been involved with several social move-
ments and initiatives.

A meeting of the Women Workers and Small Peasants Front or Morcha.
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Invasion of the Putin-Nazis
CJ Hopkins looks into claims that the Russians are secretly running

the White House...

SO, here we are, a little over 100 days
into ‘The Age of Darkness’ and the
‘racially Orwellian’ Trumpian Reich,
and, all right, while it’s certainly no
party, it appears that those reports we
heard of the Death of Neoliberalism
were greatly exaggerated. Not only
has the entire edifice of Western
democracy not been toppled, but the
global capitalist ruling classes seem
to be going about their business in
more or less the usual manner. The
Goldman Sachs vampires are back in
the White House (as they have been
for over 100 years). The post-Cold
War destabilisation and restructuring
of the Middle East is moving forward
right on schedule. The Russians,
Iranians, North Koreans and other
non-globalist-ball-playing parties
remain surrounded by the most
ruthlessly murderous military
machine in the annals of history.
Greece is being debt-enslaved and
looted. And so on. Life is back to
normal.

Or … OK, not completely
normal. Because, despite the fact that
editorialists at ‘respectable’ papers
like The New York Times (and I’m
explicitly referring to Charles M
Blow and Nobel Prize-winning
economist Paul Krugman) have
recently dropped the completely
ridiculous ‘Trump is a Putinist agent’
propaganda they’d been relentlessly
spewing since he won the election, a
significant number of deluded
persons, having swallowed their
official vomitus (i.e., the vomitus of
Blow and Krugman, and other
neoliberal establishment hacks) like
the hungry Adélie penguin chicks in
those nature shows narrated by David
Attenborough, are convinced (these
deluded persons are) that the Russians
are waging a global campaign not
only to maliciously hack, or interfere
with, or marginally influence, free and
fair elections throughout the Western
world, but to control the minds of

Westerners themselves, in some
Orwellian or possibly Wachowskian
fashion. Worse yet, these deluded
persons are certain, the Russians are
now secretly running the White
House, and are just using Trump, and
the Goldman Sachs gang, and
capitalist centurions like General
McMaster, as a front for their
subversive activities, like denying
Americans universal healthcare and
privatising the hell out of everything.

March for Truth

If you think I’m being hyperbolic,
check out #MarchforTruth on Twitter,
or its anonymous Crowdpac
fundraising page, which at first glance
I took for an elaborate prank, but
which seems to be in deadly earnest
about ‘restoring faith in American
government’, uncovering Trump’s
‘collusion’ with Russia, and reversing
his ‘subversion of the will of the
people’. The plan is, on 3 June 2017,
thousands of otherwise rational
Americans are going to pour into the
streets ‘demanding answers’ from …

well, I’m not sure whom, some
independent prosecutor, or
congressional committee, or
intelligence agency, or whomever is
responsible for ferreting out the Putin-
Nazi infiltrators that ‘respected’
pundits like Blow and Krugman (and
stark raving loonies like Louise
Mensch) have convinced them are
now controlling the government.
Weirdly, these same ‘respected’
journalists, the ones who have been
assuring the world that The President
of the United States is a covert agent
working for Russia, have failed to
even mention this March for Truth,
and are acting like they had nothing
to do with whipping these folks up
into a frenzy of apoplectic paranoia.

Incidentally, one of my
colleagues contacted Mr Blow
directly and inquired as to whether
he’d be vociferously supporting or
possibly leading the March for Truth,
and was chastised by Blow and his
Twitter followers. I found this
reaction extremely troubling, and
asked my colleague to contact
Mensch and suggest she check with

V I E W P O I N T

A protest in New York against perceived Russian influence on the Trump White House.
The placard shows a manipulated image of Russian President Vladimir Putin.
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her handlers at The Times to make
sure the Russians haven’t gotten to
him. However, just as he was sitting
down to do that, the ‘Comey-firing’
brouhaha broke, which seems to have
brought Blow back to the fold, albeit
in a less hysterical manner than his
Rooskie-hunting readers have grown
accustomed to. We can only hope that
both he and Krugman return to form
in the weeks to come as Russiagate
builds to its dramatic climax.

Oh, yeah, and if Russiagate isn’t
paranoid enough, apparently the
corporate media is now prepared to
deploy the ‘Putin-Nazi Election
Hackers’ propaganda in any and every
election going forward (as they did
in the recent French elections, and as
they tried to do in the Dutch elections,
and presumably will in the German
elections, and as The Guardian
appears to be retroactively doing in
regard to the Brexit referendum). Any
day now, we should be hearing of the
‘Putin-Nazi-Corbyn Axis’, and the
‘Putin-Nazi-Podemos Pact’, and
video footage of Martin Schulz and a
bevy of former-East German hookers
engaging in Odinist sex magick
rituals in a bordello in Moscow owned
by Russian intelligence services.
Soon, it won’t just be elections … no,
we’ll be hearing reports of Russian
shipments of rocks, bottles and pointy
sticks to the ‘Putin-Nazi Palestinian
Terrorists’, and … well, who knows
how far they’re willing to take this?

New narrative

All joking aside, as I’ve written
about previously, what we’re dealing
with here is more than just a lame
attempt by the Democratic Party in
the US to blame its humiliating loss
on Putin (although of course it
certainly is that in part). The global
neoliberal establishment is rolling out
a new official narrative. It’s actually
just a slight variation on the one it’s
been selling us since 2001.

I could come up with a 16-
syllable, academic-sounding name for
this narrative, but I’m trying to keep
things simple these days, so let’s call
it the Normals versus the Extremists
– the Normals being the neoliberals

and the Extremists being everyone
else. The goal of this narrative is to
stigmatise and otherwise marginalise
opposition to neoliberalism,
regardless of the nature of that
opposition (i.e., whether it comes
from the left, right, or from religious,
environmentalist or any other
quarters).

Now, as any professional
storyteller will tell you, one of the
most important aspects of the
narrative you’re trying to suck people
into is to make your protagonist a
likeable underdog, and then pit him
or her against a much more powerful
and ideally incorrigibly evil enemy.
During the Cold War, this was easy
to do – the story was Democracy
versus the Commies, traditional ‘good
versus evil’-type stuff.

Once the USSR collapsed, the
concept needed major rewrites, as a
new evil adversary had to be found.
This (i.e., the 1990s) was a rather
awkward and frustrating period. The
global capitalist ruling classes, giddy
with joy after having become the first-
ever global ideological hegemon in
the history of aspiring global
hegemons, got all avant-garde for a
while and thought they could do
without an ‘enemy’. This approach,
as you’ll recall, did not sell well. No
one quite got why we were bombing
Yugoslavia, and Bush and Baker had
to break out the Hitler schtick to gin
up support for rescuing the Kuwaitis
from their old friend Saddam.

Fortunately, in September 2001,
the show runners got the break they
were looking for, and the official
narrative was instantly switched to
Democracy versus the Islamic
Terrorists. This rebrand got extremely
good ratings and would have been
extended indefinitely if not for what
began to unfold in the latter half of
2016. (One could go back and locate
the week when the mainstream media
officially switched from the ‘Summer
of Terror’ narrative they were
flogging to the new ‘Invasion of the
Putin-Nazis’ narrative … my guess is,
it was early to mid-September.)

It started with the Brexit
referendum, continued with the rise
of Trump, and … well, I don’t have

to recount it, do I? You remember last
year as clearly as I do, how, suddenly,
out of seemingly nowhere, the Putin-
Nazi menace materialised and took
the place of the ‘self-radicalised
terrorist’ as the primary target for
people’s hatred and fear. OK, sure, at
first, there were no Putin-Nazis. It was
just that the Brexit folks were fascists,
and Trump was Hitler, and Bernie
Sanders was some sort of racist hacky
sack Communist. But then the
Putinists poisoned Clinton and
unleashed their legions of Russian
propagandists on the gullible,
Oxycodone-addicted denizens of
‘flyover country’, and, as they say, the
rest is history.

In any event, here we are now …
stuck inside this simulation of ‘reality’
where Putin-Nazi hackers are coming
out of the woodwork, a partyless
neoliberal banker has been elected the
President of France, Donald Trump
is an evil mastermind or a Russian
operative, depending on what day it
is (as opposed to just a completely
incompetent, narcissistic billionaire
idiot), and neoliberal propaganda
outfits like The New York Times, The
Washington Post, MSNBC, CNN,
The Guardian, NPR et al. are
perceived as ‘respectable’ sources of
journalism, as if their role in
generating and occasionally revising
the official narrative weren’t so
insultingly obvious. Personally, I am
looking forward to the upcoming
German elections this autumn,
wherein Neoliberal Party A is
challenging Neoliberal Party B for the
right to continue privatising Greece
(and any other formerly sovereign
nations the banks can get their hands
on) in a demonstration of European
unity and fiscal austerity and, you
know, whatever.

If this is the Death of
Neoliberalism, just imagine what
awaits us at the Resurrection. ◆

CJ Hopkins is an award-winning American play-
wright, novelist and satirist based in Berlin. His
plays are published by Bloomsbury Publishing (UK)
and Broadway Play Publishing (US). His debut
novel, ZONE 23, is published by Snoggsworthy,
Swaine & Cormorant. He can be reached at
cjhopkins.com or consentfactory.org. The above
article is reproduced from CounterPunch.org.
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If you’ll just go to sleep

Gabriela Mistral

The blood red rose
I gathered yesterday,
and the fire and cinnamon
of the carnation,

Bread baked with
anise seed and honey,
and a fish in a bowl
that makes a glow:

All this is yours,
baby born of woman,
if you’ll just
go to sleep.

A rose, I say!
I say a carnation!
Fruit, I say!
And I say honey!

A fish that glitters!
And more, I say –
if you will only
sleep till day.

Translated from the Spanish by Langston Hughes

The Chilean poet Gabriela Mistral (1889-1957) was the first Latin American winner
of the Nobel Prize for Literature. She was passionately concerned about the plight
of children, especially those languishing in poverty. Not surprisingly, the theme of a

mother’s love, exemplified in the poem below, is a familiar one in her poetry.

P O E T R Y
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