The Drinking Goﬁrd

Vision as Strategy Ricardo Levins Morales

During the Underground Railroad movement of the mid-nineteenth century, people escaping the endaved
South were ingtructed to follow the Drinking Gourd, the constellation in the northern sky which pointsto
the North Star and Canada, out of the reach of the U.S. dave system.

It provided a point of reference that would always bring the travelers back on course no matter what
detourstheterrain and their pursuers made necessary. My argument in this paper isthat theirrelevance
of the Left inthe recent U.S. dection istheresult of our having surrendered our claim to a political/mora
North Star as an anchor point for the development of political strategy and the building of popular

support.

Reorienting the movements for justice around a unifying vision takes on increased urgency in light of the
voracious corporate globa feeding frenzy that has accel erated since the end of the Cold War. Itisnot
enough to engage in fragmented socid movements striving for minor improvementsin our peopl€ slives.
Our besieged societies and fragile resources require that we think in bolder, explicitly revolutionary terms.
First we must declare that our agenda isto remove from power the salf-appointed corporate rulers of the
world. Nojustice, or even survivd, is conceivable aslong asthey retain control. Secondly we must
replace their rule with modes of governance that put human wellbeing and ecologica sustainability at the
center of our agenda.

The 2004 electora spectacle hasthe potentid, if we seizeit, to be agolden defeat. Every victory isbuilt
on afoundation of past defeats. Some are good defeets, those that illuminate new insights or develop
new leaders. The movement to save thelives of anarchist organizers Sacco and Vanzetti in the early 20"
century, for example, was a defeat that trained a generation of leaders for the CIO union organizing
drives of the 1930s. There can also be bad “victories,” such as the successful drive for women's
suffrage, which derailed theradica struggle for full equdity, asthe single-minded focus on theright to
vote meant sacrificing aliances across class and race with women who had other priories. InLatin
America, by contrast, the feminist movement retained a broader focus, and amore diverse codition. It
did not experience the demobilization and forty-year lag between two distinct “waves’ of feminism, such
asoccurred in the United States.

Then there are golden defeats. These are defeatsthat can turn thetide. They cause usto confront our
weaknesses and chalenge our assumptionsin waysthat srengthen us strategically. They areusudly
difficult to recognize until much later. The recent eections could be agolden moment for the Left much
asthe defeat of the 1964 Barry Goldwater presidential campai gn—uwhich caused conservativesto begin
quietly building the framework for anew populist movement--wasfor the Right.

Let usbeclear. The eections represented a colossal defeat for the Left and not because of which party
ended up (by whatever means) in control of the government. Electionsare not, in any event, themain
stage on which movements act out the struggle for grassroots power. 1t was a defedt, rather, because
the conditions had not been put in place for using the elections to build independent radica power, no
matter what choiceswe made. Elections, like negotiations, reflect (in whatever distorted form) the
balance of forces on the ground. The 2004 ones throw into stark relief theinability of any Left project to
gain enough traction to ether effect the outcome, constrain the options of the winner, or effectively lay the
groundwork for future battles. Forceson the U.S. Left engaged in amassive and near panicky campaign
to defeat Bush without being ableto project an audible radical voice through the noise. The most serious



-2-

impact of Left panic was the muting of anti-war demands in order to improve the chances of the pro-war
chalenger. The anti-war movement has been dow to regain itsfooting.

Many post-election andyses have conssted of ascrambleto find slver linings. Others have taken the
form of activists restating their pre-election positions with the added assertion that the result of the vote
has proven them right. Some enraged activists have declared that “ never again” must wefal for the
discredited tactics that other misguided leadersinsisted on. It'sanarrow discourse that demonstrates
how small we have become accustomed to thinking. To shout “never again” about tactica choicesislike
crashing into atree after skidding over icein an automobile and concluding that we must never again dam
onour brakes. Tacticsthat derall us one day may save us on afuture occasion.

The Left was reduced to several disma options. Onewasto try to ensure avictory for the Democrat
while either glossing over or dissing his palitics, or we could support third party initiativeswhose fallureto
put race and class at the center of their programs have made them ill equipped to apped to the
condtituencies that should be their base.

The contest between the major parties was never about real differencesin policy. Put crudely, when
there is consensus among the corporate ruling class, there is “bipartisanship” between the mgor parties.
Asaclassthese folk agree on matters of profit, trade and globa supremacy. The partiesare dlowed to
debate those economic issuesthat the ruling classis divided on (precious few at the moment) or issues
that they don’t, asa class, care about (known as* socid issues’).

Given the absence of apowerful Left, the liberds have no incentive to assume progressive postures.
Indeed, the broad ruling class consensus on the direction of the empire has madeit difficult for the
Demoacratsto offer any packaging that |ooks very different from the Republican brand. Thisexplainsthe
increasingly personal nature of political campaigns, as candidates have to focus on each other’ s character
and mordity rather than on substantive policy.

So how did we cometo this? What has gone down since the last grest wave of radica activism
reshaped the politica landscape? The following sketch highlights some of the factors that marked the
dide of the Left from center stage to the margins.

Thesurrender of vison

The mass movements that Swept across the landscape between thirty and forty years ago were informed
by amord vison. The Civil Rights, Chicano, Native American, and pacifist sruggles were explicitly
grounded in spiritud and religioustraditions. The Black Power, Women's Liberation, Gay Liberation,
Puerto Rican independence and asignificant current in the Anti-War movement al embraced a utopian
vison of the common welfare, whether expressed in socidist, communist, pan-Africanist, anarchist or
eco-feminist terms. Despite the diversity of ideologies on the Left, there was an explicit
acknowledgement that each of these struggles represented one facet of alarger entity known as“the
Movement.”

Badly shaken by the popularity and growing momentum of this upsurge, the ruling class responded by
unleashing awave of repression (particularly brutal against movements of darker people) and incentives
(offered to more privileged elementsin or close to the movement). The deaths and imprisonment of
revolutionary activigs, the red baiting purges of organizations and communities, and the funding
opportunitiesfor those who sought more limited goas offered lessons that were hard to ignore.

In the wake of the crackdown, money was poured into poor communitiesto irrigate a bumper crop of
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socid service agencies. Suddenly aleader in acommunity of color was anyone who got to be the head
of an agency. Gangs reassarted themsalves as the vehicle through which young people sought expression
for their anger and hunger for respect. The myriad forms of direct service generated by the mass
movements (the Black Panther’ s Surviva Programs, battered women' s shelters and abortion clinics, free
clinics, Gl counseling centers, farm worker service centers, American Indian Movement schools, etc.)
were displaced by the now heavily funded service agencies. Insurgency and service-- the two wings of
movement activism-- stripped of their revolutionary vision, became forms of community management, not
transformation. Movements (now called “communities’) lobbied for funds to meet the needs of their own
congtituents—often in competition with each other.

Repression amplified the co-optive power of the agencies, many of which were themselves the fulfillment
of demands from grassroots struggles now too weakened to hold them accountable. Movement service
projects were mainly organizing tools, without sufficient resources to materialy impact the tremendous
needs they purported to address.

What emerged from the wreckage of the radical mass movements was a panorama of fragmented
mini-movements, administered by “non-profit corporations’” with only an amdiorative vison. In place of
aunified movement vison was a patchwork of interest groupsin shifting and temporary dlianceswith
each other and with their common foes. Even remnants of the Left that maintained their independence
tended to view themselves as representing a specific issue or sectorad “movement” rather than asa
current within alarger movement river. Theinevitable betraya s which this engendered has contributed
even more to the fragmentation of Left vison. Asnew generations have taken up the struggle, the
fragmentation has remained a mgjor obstacle to overcome. Thereis probably more, and in many ways,
smarter, organizing taking place today than at the crest of the mass movements of the 1960s and 70s.
Without a unifying socia vision, however, it amountsto an irritant, but not athreat to those who grip the
levers of power.

Asamovement we surrendered aunified vision just asthe Right wasrallying around theirs. Without
referenceto aNorth Star we can wander indefinitely, living off the land, irritating, but not frightening the
people who control the wedlth. It is certainly uncomfortable to threaten ruthless and powerful people.
But theliberd edifice that was built on the ashes of the Left has served its pacifying function, and the
ruling class hasless need to tolerate irritants. Timidity isno guarantee of safety.

In search of the North Star

Can aradica collectivevision be of practical help in the daily work of political struggle? | can describe
how it worksfor me. My palitica and persona choices are guided by apersona mission Statement.
Smply put, itisto help bring about aworld whose operative principleislove, not greed. Thismeansthat
my choices are made in reference to that North Star principle. My participation in organizations, my
family, my community, and other communities must be expressions of that vison. The need to wak our
talk isparticularly relevant here. If we hope to organize around the idea that a better, non-exploitative
world is possible we must embody it: it is difficult to convince people who have not seen such
relationshipsin their own lives.

Articulating abold radica vison can resonate with many people who smply haven't heard it sated in the
public square. Theradica ideathat “nobody gets seconds until everyone has had firsts’ isnot an dien
concept. Many radica innovations and demands (civil rights, eco-agriculture, holistic medicine,
women's equdity) have become part of accepted common sense. Elite leaders use the language and
va ues popularized by the L eft—human rights, equaity, democratic control, even feminism—to legitimize
their policies. It isatacit admission that the mora self-image of our peopleisout of step with the
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objectives of our rulers. Applying aradica mora stanceto dl public choices amplifiesthat dissonance,

Thelight of the North Star can illuminate any arena of struggle. Take struggles over education. The
liberd paradigm suggeststhat “we dl want the same thing--what’ s best for our children—we just
disagree about how to achievethat.” But it snot true. Education has always been contested territory
between those seeking to create an educated and empowered popul ace and those wanting obedient cogs
for the machinery of capitalism. A vision-based strategy would articulate a set of principlesthat starkly
contrasts these contesting sets of vaues, ingsting on young people as aworthy constituency rather than

an “invesment.”

The darifying concept isthat we arenot dl init together. Isthe Deeth Pendty smply ineffectivein
deterring crimeor isit in fact effectively serving an agenda of socid control? Arewedl united intrying to
control the predatory youth of the streets or are they instead our precious children who must be
protected from predatory politicians and supported to be the leaders they were meant to be? Isour
government just clumsly bungling the effort to foster democracy around the world or isit actively
pursuing globa domination? In every arenaradica socia principleswould place the nurturance and
protection of human beings and the environment we depend on at the center of the human mission. In
every case they would be demonstrably incompatible with the capitalist imperative of profit at any cost.

Mass movements cannot be wished into being—or even predicted. However they will emerge.
Preparing the ground for them and popularizing the vision they might seize upon can help ensure that
when they do come, they will advance the struggle. Thisisaccomplished by building that vison into the
organizing that happensin the ebb times between upsurges. Transformative mass movements provide an
opportunity for peopleto love profoundly in waysthat are not sanctioned by shallow capitaist
commercia culture—love that can extend beyond a close persond network to abroader humanity. The
Religious Right has built on thisingght evenif their vision isdeformed by whiteracid fear and
homaophobia.

One does not put oneslife on theline to win additiona funding for ahousing project. Peoplewill,
however, do so for avison of dignity and well being for al, which at agiven moment may well be
expressed in the struggle to fund ahousing project. A vision-based movement can create the conditions
for powerful collective action, in contrast to the liberal wisdom that we must go trotting after the Right
sincethey, after dl, haveavison!

A New World in the Making

To guide oursdlves across an unknown territory requires a map that encompasses both our starting point
and our destination. Achieving our transformative gods calsfor struggle against aglobal system. To get
concrete, let’s start with the basics of aglobal vison. Under the corporate paradigm, profit is sacred.
Internationd trade agreements are explicit in their promotion of profitsastheir central purposewhile
protections of human rights, [abor rights, or the environment are rel egated to so-caled “ Sde agreements.”
A revolutionary vision turnsthat on its head.

At the heart of what I'll call a“World Social Compact” isthe ideathat human needs and happiness
belong at the sacred center of socid organization. One expression of thiswould be to say that the
resources of the Earth are the common heritage of humanity and that grassroots democratic participation
is the appropriate mechanism for making decisions about their use and stewardship. We can even hold
these truths to be self-evident.

Water, for example, is necessary for everyone. It'susesfor drinking, washing, agriculture, industry, and
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energy impact differently on different groups but affectsusal. Negotiating its dlocation may be complex
but under Socia Compact principles we start from the premise that it is a collective treasure not a private
asset.

In each area of sociad concern dialog can be opened that will start with the people most affected, until the
compact encompasses hedlth care, housing, food bility, agriculture, domestic rights, crimindlity,
etc. Thesediscussions can take place through the regional and globa Socia Forumsthat have emerged
in recent years aswell asthrough the internet and other mass and local channels. In developing the South
African Freedom Charter, the African Nationd Congress sent envoysto collect input from throughout
their country’scivil society. Inthe U.S,, the Black Panther Party attempted the same by meansof a
series of Revolutionary Peoples Condtitutional Conventions. Today the ability to consult with large
sectors of world society is greater than it ever has been.

What isimportant is that the Compact comesto express, at its heart, the consensus of world civil society
on the essentid issues of world governance. Itisthe dternativeto the (“ There IsNo Alternative’)
Corporate Compact, which, though not explicitly written, isenshrined in the internationd financia
ingtitutions, trade agreements, and corporate laws that govern globd affairs. 1t would challengethe
legitimacy of the anti-democratic and self-serving Corporate Compact aswell asthe reactionary
theocratic currents that have emerged from the rubble of imperia ondaught and socidist disarray.

A globd socid vison can frame struggles ranging from independence movements contending for state
power to neighborhood battles over bank policies or air quality, educational reform, or police brutdity.
Movementsthat disrupt the functioning of the Empire through civil disobedience, strikes, sabotage,
boycotts, or other tactics can be framed as expressions of aworld-wide struggle to enforce the legitimate
Social Compact and digplace the illegitimate and oppressive Corporate Compact; astruggle to establish
the new world. Socid organizations, municipal governments and politica parties can be held accountable
toitsprinciples. Aninternationa peaceinitiative for Irag, based on the Compact, would makeit explicit
that our objectionsto that war are not limited to this one intervention, but rather to itsviolation of globaly
accepted values. The elite can attack the Social Compact as unredlistic, claim that it masks sinister intent,
or pretend to be itstrue champions, but they would have a hard time denying its legitimate mass apped.

Attacking other countries, raiding Socid Security, imprisoning non-violent offenders, gutting internationd
environmental and disarmament treaties, and so forth, are reasonable and necessary policies—from the
standpoint of the Corporate Compact. A world Socid Compact would produce aradically different
menu of optiond

Revolutionary practiceis not Smply amatter of attacking what exists and declaring that another world is
possible (been there, done that). It rather encompasses the systematic cresation of the world we desire.
Asrepresentatives of that future we must disrupt policies and practicesthat violate its principles; creste
dternative structures of governance and socid life that manifest them; defend these alternative spaces,
and tell the story of these actions and their significance.

In the nationd liberation wars of the mid twentieth century the concept of liberated territory held a
honored place. Where geography alowed (Viet Nam, Eritrea, Guinea Bissau, Mozambique), the
development of participatory economic and political structureswas practica proof that alternative ways
of doing thingswere possible. The story-telling dimension of this strategy was key to popularizing these
revolutions: it demonstrated both that the humble can seize power from the mighty, and that this can lead
to abetter life. Thisiswhat the Vietnamese activisisin the anti-U.S. war meant when they ingsted that
their struggle was 80% political and only 20% military.



Under the different conditions facing our movements, “liberated territory” can consst of the dternative
services, inditutions and mediathat we create, (or support,) which embody the vison of anew world.
The struggle to protect PacificaRadio in the U.S. against corporate subversion is an example of defense
of liberated territory. A revolutionary socid vision, can help link these alternative spaces through the
concept of liberated territory to ongoing grassroots struggles.

The embrace of ahumanist revolutionary vision can help re-weave the strands of our fragmented
movement and restore radicalism to itsrightful place at the center of the palitical sage. A clear mord
dternative to reactionary cynicism, boldly stated, isthe foundation from which we can launch chalenges
around specific policiesand grievances. It isonly when thereisaradical threet that the libera “ center”
shows any signs of progressive life, to thus proveto the dite that they are the best equipped to derail our
aspiraions.

We are not thefirst to face the challenge of overthrowing an empire. The onethat we confront is
unprecedented in its reach but is not omnipotent. It wields the worlds mightiest arsend but with
sdf-defeating arrogance. 1t commands the world’ s most powerful propaganda machine, but its very
reliance onilluson creastes vulnerabilities. Illusonisbest defeated by open and direct chalenge.

Strategy iswhat connects our conditions of daily struggleto the vision of what we arefighting for. Wein
the United States have aresponsibility not only to ourselves but to our sisters and brothers acrossthe
world to reingtate that vision and reconnect that thread. If that can result from our sad performancein the
comi-tragedy of the last eections, then we will yet claim this as agolden moment in movement history.

Political weakness should not be confused with alack of assets: we can operate with rlative, if uneven,
openness, we have mobilized congtituencies and experienced organizers, we have aweda th of movement
media and ingtitutions, we have a population deeply influenced by movement vaues. We have no lack of
potentid alies—witness the movements againgt neoliberaism sweeping across Latin America. What we
need isto remember the Drinking Gourd. With avisionary reference point we can re-set our eyes upon
the prize. Inatime of reaction such aswe areliving, it ismoreimportant than ever to be bold,
unapologetic and visonary aswe direct our efforts, not to a scramblefor surviva, but to astruggle for
freedom.
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