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Abstract 

This is a case study of the alternative labour union organization Central de Trabajadores de la 

Argentina (CTA) in Argentina and the most recent project under process striving for system 
change, named the Constituyente Social. The case under study is used to illustrate the 
perception of power in relation to aspirations for societal change among the left in Latin 
America. The overall struggle of the CTA and the Constituyente Social is to create a more just 
society based on a deepening of democracy, more participatory in character. Two 
understandings of power are presented, on the one hand is the taking power concept, inherited 
from the political struggles where the belief is that power needs to be taken from the governing 
elite in order to succeed with structural change in society. On the other hand is the creating 

power perception, best exemplified with the Zapatista movement in Mexico. There is no 
conquering of power in this view, but a creation and strengthening of power among the masses. 
The theoretical chapter presents a view that unites these two perceptions, arguing for the need to 
intersect the vertical (power taking) and the horizontal (power creating) struggles. The 
Constituyente Social is analyzed in relation to this intersection, providing concrete examples of 
where the two power perceptions are utilized, sometimes simultaneously. The overall 
conclusion is that the dichotomization usually done between the two understandings of power is 
incomplete and may even damage the struggle for societal change.  
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1. Introduction 

During the 60s and 70s in Latin America, a common leftist voice was heard aspiring to take 
power in government, either through guerrilla movements and armed struggle or with 
electoral/institutional strategies. “Until 30 years ago, the polarization occurred around the means 
of seizing power (armed struggle or direct peaceful actions versus institutional struggle) and the 
nature and goals of the exercise of power once seized” (Santos 2006:164). A strong wave of 
military governments and repression in the late 70s, early 80s, along with the fall of the Berlin 
Wall and the Soviet Union (the apparent fall of socialism) lowered these ambitions, or at least 
the voices, among left activists. (Santos 2006:2) As a reaction, an alternative type of struggle 
could be distinguished among the left, possibly as a response to the failure of taking power 
strategies, this time concentrating more on a different type of power, created from below. The 
focus of the struggle was no longer to take power in government, but to unite at the base, 
creating a strong force from outside the state structure. While there 30 years ago was a 
polarization of how to take power, Santos suggests that today there is a dichotomization 
surrounding the concepts of power.  

Concerning the goals of social struggle, the polarization is between the seizure of power and 

the total rejection of the concept of power, that is to say between the statism that has always 

prevailed in the left, one way or the other, and the most radical anti-statism. (Santos 

2006:164) 

The most apparent case of this later type of effort is the Zapatista struggle in Chiapas, Mexico. 
Both aspirations of taking and creating power should be understood as struggles to deepen 
democracy, overcoming social/economic inequality and constructing socialism. What differs is 
the perception of which way to reach the changed society, or the actual point in which the 
process of change is initiated. When taking power, the process for change starts when power has 
been taken, when in government. In the case of creating power, the process to reach socialism is 
instead initiated long before, in the process of construction.  

The discussion about taking and creating power is no different among the left in Argentina. The 
country has revolutionary movements, as in any other Latin American state, relating to taking 

power, while numerous movements, specifically after the crisis of 2001, organize to create 
popular power, emerging from below. Creating power is not new for the 21st century, however 
there was around 2001 an immense expansion of the perception (Petras & Veltmeyer 2003:118-
119). Series of economic crises have struck the country during the last two decades affecting the 
stability of the country as well as the insecurity in the labour market. In 1989 Argentina had a 
hyperinflation that ended the Alfonsín government before time. He was followed by President 
Carlos Menem whose neoliberal policies and monetary binding to the dollar resulted in a 
dramatic increase in unemployment and underemployment. The social conflicts created by this 
insecure labour market along with the instability of the economic conditions led the country to 
the most recent crisis of 2001-2002 and the 400% devaluation. (Jozami 2003:19-22) The 
economic tumult at the beginning of the millennium, with the rising unemployment and 
increasing insecurity in the labour market in conjunction with a massive rejection towards the 
governing elites, provoked the evolution of numerous new social and political movements 
stressing horizontality as the ultimate form of organization, a struggle characterized by power 
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creation (Jozami 2003:76-77). These ideas existed however before this time, even though they 
were accentuated after the crisis of 2001. Among these groups is the alternative labour union 
organization which also is the protagonist of this study – the Central de los Trabajadores de la 

Argentina (CTA). While traditional labour unions organize exclusively around the struggle for 
improved salaries and worker rights, this alternative labour union fights for a wider 
improvement in society; it is not explicitly tied to the specific profession the union represents, 
but to all workers in society. A major difference from traditional union organizations is the 
amplified spectra of membership, including workers which are not employed in the formal 
sector, are unemployed, retired or working on their own account. Increasing unemployment and 
poverty weakens traditional labour unions, since many workers stand outside or are more 
instable in the formal sector. CTA was created in an attempt to grasp this growing group of 
workers which normally are not represented in unions. This is done with a wider form of 
organization than traditional labour unions, including unemployed workers and social 
movements. (Patroni 2004:14-15) In addition, the CTA is explicitly opposed to neoliberalism, 
claiming the need for a system restructure. While traditional labour unions centre their forces on 
labour rights, the CTA stresses the need for a structural change; its struggle is therefore 
amplified towards all sectors of society. The common understanding is that democracy in 
Argentina is flawed, the state functions in coherence with the dominating classes, repressing the 
poorer groups. A deepening of democracy is for the CTA when popular classes are included in 
decision-making and is imperative to create a fair society.  

Under this conviction, the alternative union organization CTA is in the forefront of building a 
new social and political movement that could provide an amplification of the power creation 
mentioned above and provoke societal change. The declared objective is to gather popular 
strength and possibly at some point enjoy power in government. This process is named 
Constituyente Social and is an attempt to unite many different social movements which may or 
may not be attached to the CTA. The Constituyente Social is not at this point an organization or 
a movement, but a point of encounter, a process, there is no formal structure or organization 
under the name of the Constituyente Social. The ambition is to create a popular movement 
whose formation comes from the process. 

1.1 Aim and research question 

The concern of the study is the old left discussion between taking power and creating power, a 
discussion which here will be debated within the Argentinean context of the CTA and the 
Constituyente Social. It is found that the CTA, along with the other organizations participating 
in the Constituyente Social, speaks about creating popular power from below and at the same 
time participates in elections for increased institutional power. The academic discourse is 
divided at this point, one fraction claims that governmental power is needed in order to succeed 
with the desired changes while scholars such as John Holloway argue that when taking power in 
government, whether through elections or more radical forms, the criticised structures are 
accepted and the change strived for is lost. In the particular context of Argentina this study 
explores these two ways of understanding power through the case of the CTA and the creation 
of the Constituyente Social. The aim is to contribute to the historical debate within the left of 
how society should be changed and how power should be understood and used for this change. 
The following questions are relevant for the understanding: 



 

 4 

• How are the tensions between taking power and creating power expressed in the CTA 
and the Constituyente Social?  

• How is power perceived in the chosen case and how are these perceptions manifested in 
actions?  

The purpose of this paper is not to evaluate or criticize the CTA and the Constituyente Social, 
neither is the objective to discuss contradictions about how the process has been carried out. 
The intention is to understand the significance of the chosen way to work and organize, an 
understanding through which different perceptions of power can be analyzed. Ultimately, 
striving for societal change within the left is a struggle for inclusion or recognition of the most 
marginalized groups, what also can be understood as a deepening of democracy. Before entering 
deeper into this discussion, an outline of the historical and political context is needed.  

1.2 Brief history of labour movements in 
Argentina 

This section outlines the political context through the history of Argentinean labour movements 
that resulted in the creation of the CTA. It is important to understand that the CTA is not a new 
invention but a product of at least a century of labour mobilization in Argentina. Neither is it the 
first alternative union organization. However it is the strongest alternative to the traditional 
unionism in Argentina today. Without the historical understanding, it is impossible to grasp the 
reasons for the structure, struggle and continuation of the CTA. Some will claim that the 
horizontal structure goes as far back as the FORA – Federación Obrera Regional Argentina 
(Regional Argentinean Labour Federation), the anarcho-syndicalist union founded in 1901, 
which in its time could mobilize hundreds of thousands of workers1. In fact, the CTA has 
features in its rhetoric which are similar to the anarcho-syndicalism the FORA represents, such 
as the horizontality and the inclusion of all workers within the union. Naturally, they also have 
many characteristics inherited from the peronist-labour movements and thus differ significantly 
from the FORA.  

Four historical facts can be brought forward in the recent history of Argentinean labour 
movements in order to better understand the structure of the CTA today. Naturally, there are 
many other historical incidents that could be taken into consideration, yet these four have been 
selected as the utmost important for a historical understanding of the alternative labour union 
organization. In chronological order they follow: (1) Perón and the institutionalization of labour 
unions, (2) the creation and the development of an earlier alternative union organization, CGT 

de los Argentinos in 1968, by many understood as the predecessor of CTA, whose ideas have 
had an important influence on the development of the CTA (3) the last military dictatorship and 
the immense repression of the late 70s – early 80s and (4) the neoliberal politics deepened 
during the Menem-era of the 1990s. These four have had great importance in the creation of the 
CTA; each will briefly be described below. 

                                                      
1 For more information about the FORA in Argentina see www.fora-ait.com.ar, accessed 2009-05-

28 
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1.2.1 Perón, institutionalization and alternative labour movements 

It is common in Argentina to regard Juan Domingo Perón (president between 1946-1955 and 
1973-1974) as the father of the country’s modern labour unions. By mentioning the FORA, we 
illustrate that this is not the case. There were also strong labour movements during the 1960-
70s, separated from the peronist ideology, that marked important incidents in the history of 
labour movements in Argentina2. Labour unions existed and were strong long before Perón was 
president. He did however give workers important rights they did not previously enjoy. Perón 
institutionalized the labour unions and tied them to the political party; the unions worked 
closely with the government, even enjoying posts in parliament. Labour unions’ close 
connection with the government becomes problematic in today’s reality. The institutionalization 
of labour unions secured their influence and rights, but has had negative outcomes for the labour 
movements of today. Unions working in coherence with the government depend on the sitting 
rule to guarantee their influential strength. On occasion, unions have accepted change of 
policies, even when these policies did not benefit the labour sector (Palomino 2000:126). Apart 
from institutionalizing the labour unions and tying them closely to the government, Perón 
unified labour struggles so that only one union would represent each profession and only one 
central organization would unite these unions. As a result, there are various labour unions for 
each trade as well as several union organizations, but only the traditional, institutionalized 
labour union organization Confederación General del Trabajo (CGT) and its member unions 
enjoy legal status for their struggle. Members of non-CGT unions are denied the ability to 
legally rectify their labour rights.  

Populist parties, such as peronism, are not unique to Argentina, neither are the outcomes on 
labour unions, yet there are characteristics from peronism that make the Argentinean case 
particular, specially to the study of an alternative labour union organization. Peronism has 
managed to persist in Argentinean society, 50 years later it is still the point of reference in 
politics. The CTA averts connections with political parties and economic forces in order to get 
away from the persistent peronist structure. Its organization is often understood as a 
continuation of what was the labour union organization CGT de los Argentinos (CGTA) founded 
in 1968 in a rupture from the dominating union organization (CGT) and as a response to the 
bureaucratic, peronist syndicalism. The members and leaders of this labour union organization 
perceived themselves as a ‘union of liberation’ with a classist connotation and a political 
agenda. Its structure was horizontal in nature, emphasising the importance of worker assemblies 
within the union as the ultimate organ of decision-making.3 Persecution and repression from the 
government slowly deteriorated the labour union organization, it maintained strong until 1972 
but was diluted completely by 1974.4 Former members of CGTA had importance in the creation 
of the CTA. The similarities the two alternative labour union organizations are striking, 
particularly in the organizational structure, the struggle towards a more socialist society and the 
horizontal decision-making of assemblies.   

                                                      

2 Most famous was probably the popular uprising “Cordobazo” in Argentina’s second largest city, 

Córdoba in 1969. It mobilized workers and students in a massive mobilization against dictator Juan 

Carlos Onganía.  

3 Programa del 1o de Mayo, CGT de los Argentinos statute from May 1968.  

4 For more information about CGT de los Argentinos see www.cgtargentinos.org/documentos3.htm 
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1.2.2 Dictatorship and neoliberalism – the weakening labour 

movements 

Labour unions have weakened since the early Perón-era, particularly since the brutal military 
dictatorship of 1976-1983 that left deep marks in any type of leftist movement of the country 
and was followed by neoliberal policies, systematically weakening labour movements. The 
military government implemented some neoliberal changes, but it would not be until the 1990s 
that these policies would get ground. The military’s persecution on leftist activists resulted in 
the murder and disappearance of 30 000 people, mostly political victims. Survivors among 
union leaders usually fled abroad or were at least not engaged in mobilizing workers. 
Meanwhile the military government strived to control labour unions by taking over them. As a 
result of the massive disappearances and union interventions, the younger generations feel a 
formation gap between activists from before and after the dictatorship. Many of those who were 
murdered, disappeared with the knowledge they had about organization and formation, leaving 
the inexperienced younger groups in charge.5  

Despite persecution and fear, there were intents of resistance. E.g. ATE (Asociación de 

Trabajadores del Estado, labour union for state employees) was intervened by the military, 
firing all radical leaders. The fired representatives created an alternative union, Agrupación 

Nacional Unidad y Solidaridad a ATE (ANUSATE), an illegal association maintaining more 
radical strategies, without recognition of the government and union but with the support of the 
work colleagues.6  

Democracy was re-introduced in the country in 1983 and the labour movements were weak and 
dispersed. In 1989 peronist Carlos Menem took place in government and deepened significantly 
the neoliberal initiatives of the military rule, weakening labour unions further. Worker rights 
deteriorated while poverty and unemployment grew.7 The close ties traditional union 
organization CGT had with the peronist party limited its oppositional capacity (Palomino 
2000:125), as a result of what was presented above.  

The dwindling capacity of the CGT to influence government policy, particularly under a 

Peronist government, presented the organization with a reality that it was not well equipped to 

confront. Armed with the institutional, financial, and organizational tools as a result of its 

corporatist relationship with the state, the CGT had been a pivotal political force in 

contemporary Argentina. … In contrast to this earlier display of strength, the aggressive 

stance against labour rights and traditional unionism adopted by President Menem was met 

only with some tepid resistance on the part of the CGT. Even when some sectors in this labour 

                                                      
5 This was brought up in several interviews with union activists who joined the struggle during the 

1990s.  

6 Former members of CGT de los Argentinos formed part of ANUSATE together with present leaders 

of CTA, indicating the closeness of the two. Victor de Gennaro, elected secretary general of ATE 

after the military dictatorship, formed ANUSATE together with former CGTA leader Héctor 

Quagliaro. Interview with Victor de Gennaro. ATE-National, Av. Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, 

Argentina 2008-12-26 

7 For more information on Menem’s neoliberal implementations, see for example Ronaldo Munck’s A Thin 

Democracy (1997) 
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confederation eventually became more resolute in their opposition to Menem, they never 

posed the kind of challenge which could have brought the president’s drastic package of 

reforms to a halt. (Patroni, forthcoming, p. 13) 

The effects of peronism on the CGT and its limited possibilities to oppose the drastic weakening 
in labour rights caused a rupture in the union that led to the creation of the alternative CTA 
(Patroni 2004:17). Labour union representatives within CGT started forming alternative sections 
that functioned in opposition to existing leaders. ATE, now with Victor de Gennaro in the lead, 
was one of the largest labour unions in opposition. In 1992 they finally broke loose together 
with other member unions, held a national congress with 2000 delegates and began the process 
that in 1996 would establish the central labour union CTA. The CTA was created as an 
alternative labour union organization that would organize workers from all sectors and present 
an alternative to the neoliberal system. Since its creation, and as an inheritance from its 
forerunner CGTA, the union has a persistent belief that significant system change is needed in 
society. This is what leads the CTA to be the principal initiator of the latest process for societal 
change, which has important focus in this study, namely the Constituyente Social. The 
specificity of the CTA as an alternative, explicitly critical towards the neoliberal system, should 
be understood as fundamental for the initiation of the Constituyente Social project. The effects 
peronism has had on labour unions in Argentina can in turn be claimed to affect this same 
development indirectly, since it ultimately is the peronist phenomenon that provoked the 
creation of the alternative labour union.  

1.3 Outline of the paper 

The following chapter 2 outlines the method used for the study, briefly describing the fieldwork 
carried out and arguing for this selection. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical framework used for 
the analysis. The theoretical chapter introduces three themes that are relevant in the 
understanding of the chosen case. First is the new unionism debate that facilitates the 
understanding of the CTA. Second is the understanding of democracy and democratic change 
that the process of the Constituyente Social strives for. Finally is the perception of power, where 
both taken and created power is discussed. The fourth chapter in the paper describes the 
empirical case chosen for the study, namely the CTA and the Constituyente Social. Chapter 5 
intends to clear out the theoretical and empirical nods introduced throughout the paper by 
uniting the debates in the analysis. Finally, the arguments presented are concluded in chapter 6.  
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2. Method 

This is a qualitative case study of the labour union organization CTA in Argentina and the 
Constituyente Social project. All empirical information gathered for the thesis was done during 
fieldwork in the capital Buenos Aires and in the north-western province Jujuy. The time period 
for the field work was set between the 14th of July and the 29th of January 2009. The ambition 
during this time was to understand the labour union organization chosen for the study. The CTA 
was chosen because of its alternative character and its magnitude. It is the second largest labour 
union organization and the largest alternative union organization in Argentina, meaning that 
even thought it differs from traditional unionism, it has significant influence as a union 
organization. The distinctiveness of the CTA and Argentina is understood to create an 
interesting case for the discussion of taking vs. creating power, although this same or similar 
phenomenon could be distinguished in other countries. 

The specificity of the chosen case is its political and social context: the relatively large middle 
class, in relation to other Latin American countries and peronism’s influence on society. Many 
claim that the mobilization of the middle class in conjunction to the working classes is what 
facilitated the success of the uprising of December 2001. In addition is the political 
phenomenon of Peronism and how its persistence in Argentinean politics has significant effect 
on labour unions’ strength and will to mobilize. The statement is not that these specificities are 
unique to Argentina, but that they pose an interesting context within which to study popular 
mobilization. Although similar phenomena could be enhanced in other countries, it is not the 
study’s intention to generalize to other cases. The ambition is to present an example to the 
discussion and contribute to and amplify the debate surrounding the dichotomization of taking 
and creating power, a discussion that in addition could be related to other cases. It should be 
emphasised that the aspiration of the thesis is not to present an exhaustive outline of the history 
of the labour unions or the left in Argentina, but to discuss the perception of power in relation to 
the chosen case. The Argentinean political context is a very complex phenomenon; there is no 
space in the analysis of this paper to enter this discussion. Neither is there a necessity for the 
analysis, since focus lies on the two perceptions of power, not on the historical particularity of 
the labour movements or the Argentinean case. 

The initial part of the fieldwork was to understand the structure of the organization, the main 
struggles and make contacts. I managed to collect an immense amount of books, films, 
pamphlets, magazines and documents. Yet the most important part of the information comes 
from participant observation, e.g. in meetings8 and in the national encounter of the 
Constituyente Social in Jujuy, as well as from conversations and interviews with militants. I 
intended to be systematic and get to know different sections and struggles within the central 
organization. Snowball sampling (Devine 2002:205) was the most adequate system for contact 

                                                      
8 Not all meetings could be recorded but a few that discussed the Constituyente Social were. In 

Appendix 2 a list is enclosed of the most important meetings participated and which ones were 

recorded.  
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making, referring to the snowball as asking an existing contact to recommend the following 
contact, and in that way increasing the network. The historical context of Argentina, including 
the violent military repression of the late 1970s, makes this way of establishing contacts almost 
imperative to carry out the work. People can be suspicious and, particularly the older 
generation, may not invite you to participate if you do not have a recommendation from a 
colleague. On the other hand, once you have the right contacts, people are very welcoming and 
include you quickly in the group.  

Although facilitating network expiation, snowball sampling has an important shortcoming. With 
this method, your initial contact person is highly important for your results. The people 
presented to you are usually friends of your original contact, and will probably all have the same 
views. I recognize this weakness in my material, namely the partiality of the studies’ 
informants. There is a fraction within the CTA that does not agree nor participate in the 
Constituyente Social, but this view was never presented to me by my informants since they 
were on the side that does agree with the project. It is however hard to come across the 
oppositions’ view since they are a minority in the organization and the opponents are not often 
explicit about it since the project is important to the CTA. As a result I can conclude the 
importance of selecting an impartial contact person for the initiation of contact-making. I do 
nonetheless believe the information as well as critiques on the Constituyente Social gathered 
during 7 months fieldwork is impartial and broad enough to succeed with a valid analysis. 
Participant observation (Devine 2002:197-198) was used as a compliment to the interviews. In 
this way I could build up my own understanding of the project, beyond the information gathered 
from the informants, permitting an own evaluation of the situation.  

The selection of interviewees was nevertheless not strictly snowball sampling since a strategic 
selection of whom to interview was done in order to secure that the study covers the whole 
spectra of the central organization as well as a case outside the organization. A set of criteria 
were set up in order to secure variety among the interviewees. The first criterion was to include 
interviewees from the entire range of the organization, from national leaders, to the 
regional/local organization as well as members at the base. The main purpose was to get the 
whole picture and not solely the one which the head of the organization wishes to present. A 
second criterion was that the interviewees were to come from different sectors of the 
organization. Including traditional labour unions but also the fraction that distinguishes the CTA 
from other labour union organizations, namely the inclusion of non-traditional labour unions, 
unemployed, retired and social movements. Four specific organizations within the CTA were 
studied for this purpose: (1) a more traditional labour union - ATE-Senasa. ATE is the largest 
labour union within CTA and thus the most influential. (2) The youth section of the CTA - 
CTA-Juventud, which is interesting for the study due to its inclusion in the organization of 
various sections of popular struggle. (3) A non-traditional labour union - AMMAR (labour union 
for sexual workers). AMMAR is a labour union whose struggle is directed more at reaching the 
workers rather than claiming rights from the employer. (4) A social movement directed to 
children - Movimiento Chicos del Pueblo which was included for being a social movement 
working with children, but also because of its persistent mobilization throughout the country. 
Below I describe these organizations briefly to clear out the importance of these sections in the 
study. An interview was also held with a pensioner since the CTA also includes former workers 
in their organization. Apart from the organizations within the CTA, to deepen my understanding 
of the Constituyente Social as a separate organism from the union organization, and since 
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around half of the organizations in the Constituyente Social are not members of the CTA9, an 
organization participating in the Constituyente Social with no affiliation to the CTA is included. 
This organization is the OLP (Organizaciones Libres del Pueblo)10 where I did an interview and 
participated in a plenary session.  

2.1 Presentation of the sections studied 

ATE (Asociación de Trabajadores del Estado) is a labour union for state employees. It is also 
the biggest labour union within CTA and has had great importance in the labour union 
organization since its creation. The union was formed in 1925 (Calello & Parcero 2008:11), it is 
a traditional labour union organization with internal committees in each workplace called juntas 

internas that design the form of action at the workplace. The internal committees are the base of 
the labour union and consist of delegates from the place of work that have been elected by the 
members of the union at the same workplace. I got to know ATE through the junta interna 
ATE-Senasa Capital11 (the internal committee of Senasa in the capital Buenos Aires) and the 
national board ATE-Nacional. The participation at ATE-Senasa gave me a good idea of how 
other ATE internal committees are organized. Every few months ATE-Senasa has a national 
plenary where all delegates in each region participate and where the common measures are set, I 
participated in the plenary the 29 of August 2008. Assemblies are called when needed to report 
information back to the workers and discuss the measures proposed by the plenary or the 
internal committee.  

I was also welcome to participate in the plenary of CTA-Juventud, the young part of CTA. This 
is not specifically a labour union, although a section of its work consists of it. CTA-Juventud is 
not a member organization of the central union, but a section of it. The secretary general of 
CTA-Juventud has a seat in the board of directors of the CTA. Its work consists of three 
sections: an educational one directed to secondary school and universities; a territorial section 
that works in neighbourhoods, mainly with children; and a labour union section. The main 

                                                      
9 This information is taken from magazine Hacia una Constituyente Social en la Argentina; 

pamphlet distributed during the Constituyente Social in Jujuy, n.d. 

10 The name Organizaciones Libres del Pueblo (free organizations of the people) comes from a 

statement made by Perón in the late 1940s. He argued against the NGO:s (non-governmental 

organizations) and said that the organizations should not be non-governmental but free to do what 

they desire and of the people and named them Organizaciones Libres del Pueblo. In honour of 

Perón, the free organizations of the people was established with the abreviation OLP. The 

organization is aware of the relation the name has to the Palestinean organization OLP but claims 

that Perón established the name long before Yaser Arafat. (Explained during an interview with 

Pablo Puebla 22. Municipalidad de San Martin, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-22)  

11 Senasa is the state institution that takes care of food sanitation and production. At the national 

frontiers, they make sure that no meat nor vegetables are brought in to the country as well as 

control the alimentary exportations. Within the country they control, for example, transportation 

between regions and restaurant hygiene. For more information about Senasa see the official 

webpage www.senasa.gov.ar/contenido.php?to=n&in=126&io=2279  2009-05-28 
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struggle of CTA-Juventud is to spread the ideas of CTA through a youth section which will 
strengthen the younger generation within the central organization.12  

AMMAR (Asociación de Mujeres Meretrices de la Argentina) is a labour union for sexual 
workers. The importance of AMMAR-CTA in the study is that its struggle differs significantly 
from traditional labour unions, particularly because they cannot use the same measure as 
traditional unions in their struggle. Furthermore, their main focus for struggle is not on the 
patron but on the worker itself. The auto-organization of this labour group is born from the 
injustice of a triple discrimination: (1) for being women, (2) for being poor and (3) for being 
sexual workers13. This is a labour union which in many countries does not exist since 
prostitution is either illegal or simply perceived badly in society. There is no other labour union 
equivalent to AMMAR-CTA in Argentina14. The labour union has become well known in the 
country with its struggle both against police violence and the pimps’ abuse. AMMAR-CTA is a 
clear example of a labour union different to the more traditional labour unions, in part because 
they have a restricted possibility to mobilize as traditional labour unions do with general strikes. 
The independence of the workers is important to AMMAR-CTA, Jorgelina Sosa - secretary 
general in the capital of Buenos Aires- describes how there are always hands in between, taking 
a significant amount of the revenue.15 An ideal situation would be the creation of worker-
cooperatives, sharing the costs and keeping the profit for themselves. A great part of AMMAR-
CTA’s work is to educate and raise consciousness among the workers. An important part of the 
struggle is to educate in HIV prevention and the importance of using protection. Furthermore, 
many of the women cannot read or write and are thus easily controlled, with this in mind the 
organization has built a pre-school in Córdoba, organized by sexual workers and open to the 
whole public.  

As mentioned above, the CTA includes social movements in its organization apart from labour 
unions. An inclusion of this kind is therefore important for the spectra of the data. The 
Movimiento Chicos del Pueblo (Movement Children of the People) is a social movement that 
works with children living in the street or come from families with very little resources. They 
give these children a home if needed, an education and food on the table. The movement has 
been affiliated to the CTA since its creation. Of interest in the structuring of this movement is 
that it was created from many individual communitarian kitchens, usually consisted of only one 
family wanting to do something for the community. These individual struggles went together in 

                                                      
12 All the information about CTA-Juventud was gathered during an interview with Pablo Kleiman, 

secretary general of CTA-Juventud Capital 2008-11-26. Buenos Aires, Argentina 

13 The overall ideas and struggles of AMMAR are specified in their webpage 

www.ammar.org.ar/nuestrasluchas.htm 2009-05-28 

14 There is a section which has separated from CTA and calls itself AMMAR Capital, but they are not 

a union. While AMMAR-CTA struggles to improve the situation for sexual workers, AMMAR Capital 

claims that the women are not sexual workers but women in a situation of prostitution. Their 

struggle is therefore not to improve the situation as prostitutes but to create conditions where the 

women no longer have to be in this situation. See AMMAR Capitals webpage www.ammar-

capital.org.ar/article.php3?id_article=4 2009-05-28 

15 Interview with Jorgelina Sosa and Claudia Bizuela. CTA Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos 

Aires, Argentina 2008-12-10 
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order to have more strength. From the ‘real’ base, it could be claimed. Most of these individual 
kitchens still work mostly on their own, although collaborating with others within the 
movement. I visited Ruca Hueney in General Rodriguez, province of Buenos Aires. They have 
around 70 children living there as well as a school for their on and the neighbourhood’s 
children. As the children living there grow up, they gain in responsibilities within the 
organization. Many of the educators at Ruca Hueney today have grown up there.16  

The OLP is a social and political organization with a strong peronist identity. “But peronist 
understood as peronist, not like the ones governing today or yesterday” said Pablo Puebla17, one 
of the leaders of OLP, emphasizing its explicit opposition to the sitting government. The OLP 
was formed in February 2002 during the economic crisis and massive uprising in Argentina, it 
participates in the Constituyente Social but is not affiliated to the CTA. Its first struggle was to 
gain the economic plans for the unemployed; their fight was a claim for unemployment rights, 
as most of the uprisings were at this time. Today they have communal kitchens and housing 
projects as most social movements in Argentina. The OLP’s particularity is its political 
character, i.e. their peronist ideology. Including the OLP in the study embraces the vision from 
an organization not completely in accordance with the CTA. I found that the OLP was more 
critical to the internal divisions of the CTA than the other organizations studied. When it comes 
to the construction of the Constituyente Social, the OLP is very positive to the initiative, but 
wishes that organizations that are not members of the CTA were more included in the 
preparation and the administration of the Constituyente Social.  

2.2 Material 

After participated in meetings, assemblies and plenary sessions within the CTA and its 
organizations, the knowledge was deepened with interviews18. Following the criteria mentioned 
above, interviews were done with one alternatively two people from each of the sections 
presented in 2.1, as well as with several people from the central organization’s leadership. Ten 
interviews were held with a total of twelve people. The interviews were all semi-structured. A 
list of open-ended questions (Patton 1990:344-345) was prepared in advance as a guideline, yet 
not all questions were posed during the interviews. To secure flexibility in the interviews yet 
maintaining the conversation to the given topic, a combined approach of ‘the interview guide’ 
and ‘standardized open-ended interview’ was used (explained by Patton 2002:347). It varied 
significantly between interviewees; some were structured and limited in their answers allowing 
me to ask the questions, others were free speakers which tended to answer the questions on their 
own. In the later case, I usually let them speak freely to allow what they viewed as important to 
come forward, although keeping the conversation within the frame of the study, limiting it to the 
CTA and the Constituyente Social. The combined approach allows the specificity of the case to 
be brought forward without restricting the interviewee to a limited frame. 

                                                      
16 Interview with Ayelen Toscan. General Rodriguez, Provincia de Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-

13 

17 Interview with Pablo Puebla. Municipalidad de San Martín, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-22 

18 A list of the interviewees is enclosed in Appendix 3. 
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There were three basic things I wanted to capture in each interview. (1) The interviewees’ 
history of mobilization and the personal reason for acting within the CTA (or in the case of the 
OLP – not acting within the CTA). (2) The understanding of the section they represent (ATE, 
AMMAR, CTA-Capital, etc.). (3) The interviewee’s own understanding and experience of the 
Constituyente Social. The first helped me understand the overall structure of the central 
organization, the second provided a clear explanation of some important movements within the 
CTA and the third facilitated the clearing out of the complicated but very interesting project of 
the Constituyente Social. All sections of the interviews provide information to the discussion 
between creating and taking power. I could have amplified my study by doing more interviews, 
either with people from each selected section or from other organizations. I decided to limit this 
due to the time aspect as well as to have a balanced representation of each section. Most people 
I made contact with came from ATE, which is also by far the largest and most represented union 
within the CTA. If I gained too much information from this section, it could influence the 
understanding of the connection between the CTA and other sections. I have to recognize that it 
would have been favourable to include a territorial movement within the study since it is an 
important form of struggle in Argentina today; this was however beyond my possibility. 
Another critique which could be done towards the study is the location of the sections studied, 
the fact that they were all located in the capital Buenos Aires and its surroundings, what is 
called Gran Buenos Aires (Greater Buenos Aires). There are two main explanations for this. 
One is the snowball sampling: the people presented to me came from the close surroundings of 
the people I already knew, which in this case all were in the Buenos Aires region. The other 
explanation is the simple fact that a third of the Argentinean population lives in and around the 
capital, meaning that most of the organizations have their core in the capital. It should however 
be noted that although no interviews were carried out there, an important part of the study took 
part in Jujuy, northern Argentina, in the form of participatory observation, where the first 
encounter of the Constituyente Social was held.  

To comment about anonymity. I have decided to include the full names of my interviewees. 
None of the interviewed expressed their wish to be anonymous. Most of them are public people 
that express their views openly. Furthermore, within the information gathered from the 
interviews there is nothing susceptible that could in any way condition the interviewees. The 
relevant information for this study has not been a personal view but more a descriptive one. To 
respect the privacy of the interviewees, I will nevertheless not refer to a specific person’s 
remarks when the information is not a clear fact or quotation that needs a precise reference.  

Most of the books, films, magazines and pamphlets collected about the CTA and the 
Constituyente Social are printed and published by the organization itself. These are a good 
source of facts, but complicated to analyze since there is a clear tendency to embellish the 
organization. There are scientific articles about the CTA, but to a very low scale. Martín 
Armelino’s article in Tomar la palabra (Taking the word) is one, in addition, Viviana Patroni 
from York University provided me with two of her articles about the CTA, one of which has not 
yet been published, but scientific articles specifically about the CTA are hard to find. The CTA 
is mentioned in scientific studies, but more often as an example in a debate of something else, 
rather than in a specific study of the labour union organization. The Constituyente Social is such 
a new project, I do not believe there is anything published on the topic yet. Most of my 
information is as a result taken from interviews and participation observation. 
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A few comments on the literature selection seem relevant considering that the following chapter 
presents the theoretical framework for analysis. The literature chosen for the theory chapter is in 
no way aimed at being exhaustive; the ambition is to present an interesting theory that is 
relevant for the chosen case. Most likely, there are relevant power theories that have been 
overseen. However, it is the desire of the theory chapter to present a broad spectrum of views 
about the topic. Hopefully, the chapter manages to include the most relevant theories for 
discussion. After all, the conceptualizations of taking, creating and, most recently, the total 
negation of power -anti-power- have been relevant power formulations among Latin American 
social movements in relation to societal change. All conceptualizations are discussed in the 
theory. 

For the development of the theory chapter, a variety of books about civil society and 
democratization were examined. They contributed to the development of the argumentation and 
understanding of the problematic but were excluded in the chapter due to the complexity of the 
civil society debate and the fact that the outcome of the analysis did not require an outline of 
this discussion. Norberto Bobbio (1976, 1989) and John Keane (1998) contributed much to the 
theoretical maturity of this thesis, even though they are not cited in the paper. The civil society 
debate has similarities with the discussion of labour unions and societal change and has 
facilitated the formation of the theory chapter and the understanding of social movements’ 
relation to the state and democracy. This debate is not further developed here, but is worth 
mentioning for those who wish to deepen their knowledge in this area.   
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3. Theoretical Framework  

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the theoretical framework for the analysis. Since the 
protagonist of this study is an alternative labour union, it seems important to present the 
discussion of new unionism. In continuation, it is relevant for the study, as well as for the 
understanding of the Argentinean society in general, to appreciate what is meant with 
democracy in the context of social movements in Argentina and why it is claimed that there is a 
deficit of democracy in Argentina. The deepening of democracy is after all the core objective of 
the mobilizations. An important point under discussion, namely the perception of power and the 
present debate among left scholars on how to change society is finally presented in the last and 
most extensive part of this chapter. The ambition is to unite the three sections in order to present 
a relevant base through which we better can comprehend the CTA and their struggles.  

3.1 Situating unionism and democracy 

For several years now there has been an interesting debate on the meaning of new unionism. The 
concept is usually born from the idea that traditional labour unions have not been able to adapt 
to the new realities which a globalized economy (and ultimately a globalized labour market) 
presents. Scholars such as Peter Waterman and Ronaldo Munck (1999) have on several 
occasions tried to outline the changes needed for the labour movements to adapt to this new 
reality. Although this study is not about the needs presented by Waterman, Munck and other 
scholars, it seems important to present the ideas of new unionism in order to better understand 
the CTA and the context within which it functions. In this study, it is understood that the CTA 
was created in order to better attend to the new realities posed by a changing society, much in 
line with what Waterman suggests.  

3.1.1 New social unionism 

Waterman (2001) outlines what he calls A new social unionism, and understands it as a form of 
organization that goes beyond existing economic and political models of unionism by 
“addressing itself to all forms of work, by taking on sociocultural forms and by addressing itself 
to civil society” (Waterman 2001:12). This new model of unionism would not only struggle for 
direct labour rights and waged work, but also strive to strengthen labour control over the 
productive system and labour conditions. In order to do so, unions need to exceed their normal 
functioning area (meaning the traditional factories and similar workplaces) and relate 
themselves intimately with other social movements. It is thus to be understood, not only as a 
more globalized labour union, but a labour union that goes beyond the traditional norms. 
Alongside theorizing a possible new social unionism, Waterman warns for the misinterpretation 
of uniting this type of new unionism to a specific national organization (2001:13). What he calls 
for is something that goes beyond the national border, recognizing it is yet utopia. Nevertheless, 
and respecting his wish to not identify this new unionism with a national organization (in this 
study’s case that national organization would be the CTA), I would like to point to the 
similarities of the academic call for a different type of unionism and the concrete 
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implementations of them in society. There is a need to go beyond the traditional structures and 
practices; we find this need in concrete cases, such as the CTA, as well as in the academic world 
where theories increasingly are pointing to the importance of this change.  

The new social unionism of Waterman is an example that can be related to the CTA and its 
struggle but does however differ significantly in the view of the state and globalization. CTA 
does recognize the necessity to internationalize, the organization has contact with labour unions 
abroad and international networks of labour unions. The difference is that they exist and have to 
function within a nation-state, under a legal framework which is tied by national borders. The 
extent to which Waterman wishes labour unions to internationalize is thus not possible at this 
point, even though globalization is a great threat and is diminishing the strength of labour 
unions. Furthermore, it is still unclear how Waterman’s new social unionism will be carried out 
in practice. He mentions the need of having contact with other democratizing forces, but fails to 
discuss deeper how the organization should be structured or what should be its objectives. 
Alternatives for this are of importance and presented in this study, explicitly the discussion on 
power, horizontality and verticality. In the end of this chapter we will try to apply Waterman’s 
claims more practically. Ultimately, his aim is the same as CTA’s or any other organization on 
the left speaking of changing society, that is to say an improvement of the democratic system. 

3.1.2 Understanding democracy 

Democracy is a complex concept with very subjective meanings. It is necessary to understand 
what is meant with democracy here in order to fully understand the objectives of this study. This 
section does not pretend to thoroughly outline the complex concept, it aims solely at describing 
the understanding which is of relevance to the study. We are starting off from the idea that 
Argentina, although having enjoyed democratic elections since 1983, has a democratic deficit 
where the greater part of society is not represented in power19. This democratic deficit is what 
has pushed the CTA to take the initiative of the Constituyente Social. A deeper description of 
the deficit and the reasons for these unequal power structures will not be delineated here; it is 
hence the point of departure. To understand the line of argument we use Geraldine Lievesley 
(1999) who outlines two opposing democratic models which are much in coherence with the 
point of departure of this study. At first she describes a ‘pacted’ model of democratic policies 
(1999:3) which could be understood as the traditional, western form of democracy, and is the 
most common understanding among power-holders and many academics. Politics in the ‘pacted 
model’ is consensual and has an obvious from-above perspective; it relies on an idea where 
there is no participation between elections and the task of making politics is restricted to the –
often male– elite. This is in other words the most orthodox understanding and exercising of 
democracy.  

An alternative model is what Lievesley calls the ‘radical’ model of democratic politics and is 
direct opposed to the ‘pacted model’. This ‘radical’ form of understanding politics “advocates 
popular empowerment … [and] advocates the need for structural transformations of Latin 
American societies and economies” (Lievesley 1999:3). Citizen passivity is in the ‘radical 
model’ viewed as a problem for democracy while popular participation and economic 
distribution is imperative for a just society.  

                                                      
19 Many scholars discuss this, see for example Guillermo O’Donnell’s Delegative Democracy? (1994) 
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Democracy in Argentina today lays closer to Lievesley’s first model where certain groups have 
political (and economic) benefits while other groups are excluded from all type of decision 
making, what is considered here as a democratic deficit. When organizations, such as the CTA, 
speak of deepening democracy, they are referring specifically to the desire of changing society 
towards a more ‘radical’ model of democratic politics (can also be related and understood as 
participative or direct democracy). It is thus equity and the deepening of democracy that is the 
ultimate objective within these social groups, there is no dispute among left activists on this 
point. The widely disputed area is how this change should go ahead and in what way it should 
be understood. The perception of power is the basic dispute along with the role of the state in 
the change. In what follows we will present different views on how societal change will succeed 
and what role the state should play.  

3.2 Changing society, with or without the 
state? 

The fact that Argentinean political society needs to be changed is by now more a consensus 
rather than a radical claim. Since the 19-20 December of 2001 when practically the whole 
country took to the streets claiming that all corrupt politicians should leave office (“que se 

vayan todos”), the wish for radical change has been lurking yet never rising up. Endless 
organizations and popular struggles rose, creating a whole new type of political reality in 
Argentina. Gramsci speaks about the importance of having a large civil society to put pressure 
on the state (Gramsci 1971:245). In the Argentinean case there is no doubt of the amplitude of 
social movements. Thousands of neighbourhood assemblies, social movements and worker 
owned factories were formed during the period of crisis in 2001-2002, still today posing an 
alternative to a deteriorated democracy. They all had the particularity of striving for a different 
power relation, most of them holding horizontalism as the highest objective. In contemporary 
Argentina, a more horizontal structure is often synonymous to an improved democracy. This is 
how Marina Sitrin (2006) describes the word: 

Horizontalidad … By far it is one of the most widely used words coming from the new 

movements in Argentina… Horizontalidad does not just imply a flat plane for organizing, or 

non-hierarchical relationships in which people no longer make decisions for others. It is a 

positive word that implies the use of direct democracy and the striving for consensus, 

processes in which everyone is heard and new relationships are created. (Sitrin 2006:vi, italic 

in original) 

The importance of horizontality within Argentinean social movements may come as a result of 
the hierarchical peronist structures since long established as norm in Argentinean politics. 
Horizontality among Argentinean social movements is practically synonymous to democracy 
because it is the rupture and a clear difference from a society of immense injustices in the 
country. Along with horizontalidad, comes the idea of decision making through assemblies, a 
practice which grew strong after the incidents of 2001 and now characterizes most social 
movements in the country. These practises, with horizontality at its tip, have the basic ambition 
of deepening democracy by including people in all spheres to participate. The aim is a creation 
of a democracy which is much like the ‘radical model of democracy’ which Lievesley presents 
above.  
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Gramsci claims that a strong civil society can and should put pressure on the state, but the actual 
possibilities for assemblies to reach these goals are widely debated among Argentinean 
scholars20. Of importance in these debates is whether the assemblies can and should substitute 
the state and its formal institutions. It is closely tied to the discussion between William 
Robinson (2008) and John Holloway (2002) on the importance of functioning within the state in 
order to change society. Holloway argues that the idea of changing the world through the state is 
an old and obsolete discussion. Of more relevance, according to Holloway, is what he considers 
the opposite of taking power, the practice of anti-power. He refers repeatedly to the Zapatista 
case in Chiapas where they have been organizing themselves outside the state since the 1990s. 
Robinson argues against Holloway and claims that the Zapatista movement has lost power since 
they decided to not participate in or support a specific political party in the electoral process. 
Robinson maintains that no significant societal change can be done if functioning outside the 
state because it is the later that must change. Holloway on the other hand claims that no change 
can be done of the state when functioning within it because you have to participate in the same 
structures which you want to change. Once you function within these structures you have 
recognized them and can no longer change them. “If we manage to become powerful, by 
building a party or taking up arms or winning an election, then we shall be no different from all 
the other powerful in history” (Holloway 2002:10). His suggestion is to find other means to 
change the world. Anti-power is Holloway’s suggestion, a perception that has been celebrated 
and criticized, and will be discussed more thoroughly further on.  

The perception of power is under the light here. The historical processes of leftist movements, 
particularly in Latin America and specifically in Argentina, have brought us to take up this 
discussion in relation to the CTA and the construction of the Constituyente Social. We rescue 
the concepts taking power and creating power from the interesting debate among the left. These 
concepts will be broken down and set against each other to better understand their significance 
in the contemporary Argentinean context.  

3.2.1 Take Power – the vertical 

The concept of taking power was strongly present in Latin America during the late 60s and early 
70s, it is also the way orthodox Marxists understand power. Inspired from the Leninist idea of a 
strong organization (usually vertical) that will take power from the bourgeoisie and give it to the 
proletariat, taking power refers to state power, or governmental power and the instrument is 
usually the political party.  

                                                      
20 The daily newspaper Pagina 12 had during January 2009 a series of article debates between on the one 

hand José Nathanson who criticized the possibilities of these assemblies and the importance of state 

institutions and on the other hand Roberto Gargarella and Maristella Svampa who argued more in favour 

of assemblies and pointed to the weaknesses of representative democracy. (See Pagina 12 2009-01-18; 

2009-01-22 and 2009-01-29) 
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Rubén Dri (2002)21, theologian and philosopher at the University of Buenos Aires, points to two 
specific characteristics in this perception of power. The first is that power is perceived as an 

object, something you possess. Possessing power means that only one or a few have power, 
usually it is in the hands of the elite, the dominators, from which it must be taken. Power is 
exercised only after having taken it. The second characteristic is that power is in a specific 
place. In Argentina this specific place is the Casa Rosada (the Pink House, government 
building). Power is possessed only when in this specific place, consequently, taking power 
implicates that it must be taken over. (Dri 2002:ch1) To Dri’s two characteristics a third one 
could be added, which is that taken power is something temporary. In the same way as you can 
take power in government, it is taken from you when someone else is in government. Below, 
when taken power is contrasted to created power, this particular characteristic will be of 
importance. An important remark is that the perception of taking power refers only to political 
power.  

It must be noted that Rubén Dri, although posing a very interesting explanation of how taking 
power is perceived, tends to solely connect this type of power with armed struggle, to take 
power with weapons. In my interpretation, the same type of power, still using his 
characteristics, can be used when taking power through elections. This should not be forgotten, 
specifically since we now know the result of the many attempts to take power with guns, 
specifically in Latin America. Moreover, most of the left groups today strive instead to take 
power through elections, reason for which this understanding is so important.  

3.2.2 Create Power – the horizontal 

Rubén Dri prefers to conceptualize power as something that is created. Power is not an object 
that can be possessed. It is the social relation created between human beings when they meet 
and fight for recognition. Created power is thus horizontal in nature. It is the meeting, the 
mutuality, the discussion and the struggle that creates power. In a vertical structure, power is 
exercised over the other, not created mutually. Created power does not exist, as an object does, 
but is created in the same way as a subject. (Dri 2002:ch3) Dri lines up a set of fundamental 
criteria to keep in mind when creating power, three are emphasised in this study. First, he 
claims, the organization which pretends to create power cannot exist beforehand, but must be 
created in the process. An already established organization with clear ideas does not create 
power when transmitting these ideas to the uprising masses. The ideas must be developed on the 
way, if not it is the contrary to created power. Dri states we need to surpass the Leninist idea 
that the proletariat need to be ‘injected’ with conscience from ‘the outside’. He also points to the 
importance of understanding socialism, not as a theory, but as a set of values. These values 
should come from the popular masses – from below, not from the [above] political party. 

All intents of construction that have to do with a theoretical elaboration separated from the 

aspirations, expectations and values present in the popular sectors, will contribute to install a 

                                                      
21 This article has no page references since it has been published on the internet. The pages vary 

depending on from where  it is printed, there are however chapters to which reference can be 

made. Link to the article: 

www.herramienta.com.ar/modules.php?op=modload&name=News&file=article&sid=53 2009-05-

28 
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new domination. Socialism will make sense and will be a real solution if it is the spread of 

values deeply rooted in human beings. (2002:ch4, my translation)22   

The real change will be possible when daring to criticize the old traditional ideas of the leftist 
political parties and instead hear and include the popular sectors in the understanding of popular 
unity. Since created power is not an object to be possessed, but is born from social relations, 
what is needed is the creation of more social relations characterized by what is conceived as 
deeply democratic, namely relations that are as horizontal as possible. (Dri 2002:ch4-5) 

The Zapatista movement in Mexico is the most common reference when discussing the idea of 
creating power. It functions outside state institutions, creating a base from which to exert 
influence. While you can set a date for the beginning and end of taking (or being in) power, 
creating power has no beginning or end, it is a process. This process of creating power is much 
longer and more diffuse than taking power. On the other hand, it can be understood as more 
permanent than taking power since power that has been created does not disappear because an 
election is lost.  

Holloway, in his book Change the world without taking power (2002), argues for precisely this 
– changing society from outside the state structure. His argument is based on the idea that 
struggles to change society by taking power have not succeeded and another alternative is 
needed. He claims that in striving to change society in a more communist, or socialist direction 
is in fact a desire to change power relations, even eliminate them. Power of one over another is 
what characterizes capitalist society. By contrast in a communist society power relations should 
be replaced with mutual respect and equality. “If we revolt against capitalism, it is not because 
we want a different system of power, it is because we want a society in which power relations 
are dissolved” (Holloway 2002:17). The struggle to take power, according to Holloway, is 
counterproductive when the aim is to dissolve power. Instead he speaks of anti-power, referring 
to expressions of discontent which are not directed at possessing power. Holloway understands 
power only as the type of power which can be possessed and takes no consideration in the type 
of power discussed in this section, created power. ‘Anti-power’ is the solution for Holloway, 
examples he gives of anti-power exercises are non-governmental organizations, specific 
campaigns, autonomous community projects as well as the Zapatista movement in Chiapas. 
They are struggles that aim to change a situation from outside the state structures, “that does not 
aim at gaining positions in power” (Holloway 2002:21). Although holding an interesting point, 
Holloway misinterprets the significance of power and the struggle of these movements. When 
speaking of anti-power, or to not gain positions in power he directly associates power with the 
state. Power is something that goes beyond the state, even though one type of power is 
governmental power, we can not ignore that power exists between individuals with no relation 
to the state apparatus. What Holloway understands as acts of anti-power, such as the Zapatista 
movement, or any other type of confrontation against the ruling elites, are in fact exercises of 
power, much more than it is anti-power. In his critique to Holloway, Rubén Dri claims that anti-
power, or no-power, is contradicting since there is a struggle when exercising anti-power. A 
struggle creates power, meaning that no-power is not possible. Furthermore, Dri asserts, all 

                                                      
22 “Toda pretensión de construcción que tenga que ver con una elaboración teórica separada de las 

aspiraciones, expectativas, valores presentes en los sectores populares, contribuirá a instalar una 

nueva dominación. El socialismo tendrá sentido y será una verdadera solución si es el despliegue 

de valores profundamente arraigados en los seres humanos” (Dri 2002) 
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these struggles by different social groups, are never aimed at no-power, but are expected to 
create power from below.  

3.2.3 Taking power vs. creating power or working out how to 

intersect 

Historically and up until now in this chapter, taking and creating power have been understood as 
dichotomies which cannot function together. This is also common among scholars. Holloway 
critically describes how the discussion of changing society always has been in relation to the 
state (2002:11-13) not recognizing even the minimal importance of it. Power for Holloway is, as 
we have seen before, solely understood in relation to power taking. For him, participation in 
power is negative for any emancipatory project. He recalls the old debate between Rosa 
Luxemburg and Eduard Bernstein in the 19th century on whether to do a slow, socialist, reform 
(taking power through elections) or a revolution (taking power with weapons), either way, all 
discussions were in relation to the state. As a response Holloway dismisses the state as being the 
way of changing society by pointing to the repeated failures of during history. The struggles for 
change disappeared once power in government was lost.  

William Robinson, on the other hand, affirms the importance of the state while not discharging 
the importance of the social movements. In a response to Holloway he acknowledges the 
importance of the horizontal organization for a deepening of democracy yet he states that “at 
some point popular movements must work out how the vertical and the horizontal intersect.” 
(Robinson 2008:13) The struggle at the grassroots level to produce horizontal equality and 
‘construct counter-hegemony’ is imperative, but, Robinson claims, the power of the dominant 
groups must be addressed in order to be able to create a program which can cause any 
significant societal change. He, in the same way as Holloway, exemplifies with the case of the 
Zapatistas but points to the fact that they have not been able to “draw in a mass working-class 
base”. The Zapatistas have instead lost influential power in Mexican politics. (ibid) In the case 
of Argentina he points to the same problems among horizontal organizations. The hundreds of 
neighbourhood assemblies, social movements and worker controlled factories, all with non-
hierarchical structures, have not been able to cause any significant change in society. Strict 
horizontalism has not managed to change elite power and global capitalism. Robinson promotes 
institutional ambitions and defends social movements who strive towards them.   

To dismiss political organization and the state because they are, or can easily become, 

instruments of hierarchy, control and oppression, is to emasculate the ability of the popular 

classes and their social movements and mass organizations to transform the institutions of 

power and to mount a systemic challenge to the social order. (Robinson 2008:14) 

A ‘political vehicle’ is needed to succeed with this confrontation and to unite the forces needed 
for a significant change in society. Robinson relates and discusses the struggle, not only to the 
state and state power, but also to the global forces which in turn affect the state. To challenge 
elite power is important but this struggle should accompany an international fight against global 
forces of capitalism which, to an increasing degree, affect matters of national interest.  

The global aspect has already been briefly mentioned above, where Peter Waterman calls for an 
international unionism to confront multinational economic forces. Robinson and Waterman both 
agree on the fact that national efforts cannot compete with international capital. In their view, 
struggles to transform social structures are ineffective if they are closely tied to international 
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capitalist forces. Any significant struggle, according to Robinson, must be closely connected to 
a wider ‘transnational counter-hegemonic project’, though simultaneously emphasising that 
national state power is required to successfully confront the global capitalist system. National 
struggles are not in vain, but are still highly relevant, even central, for social justice and change. 
“The key thing is that any such struggles must be part of a more expansive transnational counter 
hegemonic project, including transnational trade unionism, transnational social movements, 
transnational political organizations, and so on” (Robinson 2008:15). There are accordingly 
many similarities between Waterman and Robinson on the perceptions of the effects of global 
capital upon nation-states and national struggles. However Waterman chooses to ignore the 
state’s importance in overcoming these effects. Robinson’s aspirations for the social movements 
may possibly be at a more reachable level than Waterman’s at this point. Once again we note 
that the relevance of the nation-state cannot (yet) be ignored, not even in the highly globalized 
world of today. Based on what we have discussed in this chapter and recognizing that 
dichotomisations have not been favourable for the struggles, Robinson’s solution of linking 
local struggles to the national and in turn the national to the global seems highly relevant.   

As a final remark on creating vs. taking power, Rubén Dri should be recaptured. In his outline 
of the different perceptions of power he states that the construction of power cannot start once 
power has been taken (Dri 2002). Much in line with Holloway, he means that what is actually 
done when taking power is just replacing those who were there before, thus not creating any real 
change. The thought awoken from this statement is naturally what happens if the order is turned 
around. Once power has been constructed or created, the possibilities to participate in 
governmental power and in this way improve representation and the movement’s spectra of 
influence, should not be discarded. 

3.3 Concluding remarks on the theory 

This theoretical chapter has briefly presented the academic debate on new unionism within 
which the CTA can be discussed. Furthermore it has laid out the democratic principles and 
understandings which are so fundamental for the struggle to change society, the ultimate aim of 
the Constituyente Social. Finally, it has offered a perception of power through which to 
establish a relevant analysis. At the core of this discussion is the perception of taking and 
creating power. 

Rubén Dri poses a set of characteristics which are fundamental in the creation of power and 
which form an interesting base for the analysis. Three criteria have been rescued from his 
discussion. First of all, organizations aiming at creating power cannot exist beforehand. 
Secondly, the socialist ideas, thus the aim of the societal change, cannot come from above, as 
from a political party, but must be created along the way of the struggle. Socialism should not 
be understood as a theory, but of a set of values and aspirations present in the popular sector. 
Finally, if power is created from social relations, then the creation of social relations are 
imperative and should be characterized by the fundamental aim, namely horizontality. In 
addition, it is understood that the non-existence of these criteria indicates the presence of taking 

power aspirations which are closer to Leninist ideals. These three characteristics and their 
antagonists will be set against the case of the CTA and the Constituyente Social in the analysis. 
Along with this understanding of power, consideration should be taken to the interesting note 
William Robinson does to new social movements in Latin America, claiming that any aspiration 
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for change needs to consider an intersection of the horizontal with the vertical in order to 
succeed (Robinson 2008:13). The ambition of the analysis is to evaluate the understandings of 
power in relation to the process of the Constituyente Social.  

The specificities of the case studied are presented in the following chapter named empirical 
case. A brief presentation of the CTA was given in the introduction and is in what follows 
prolonged with a deepening in the significance of the most resent project, the Constituyente 
Social.  
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4. CTA and the Constituyente 
Social - the empirical case  

The following chapter presents in depth the empirical case studied. Presented initially is the idea 
developed around the creation of the CTA and the structure of this labour union organization. 
The project of the Constituyente Social is developed together with an outline of the national 
encounter in Jujuy and ending in an important aspect to the project, namely the electoral 
ambitions.  

The CTA understands class identity as the basic starting point of the struggle. All are workers, 
both those who live off their labour, those who have lived of their labour and those who want to 
live off their labour. Victor de Gennaro described the CTA as a result of a series of shocks for 
the working class. First was the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the symbol of the strong, 
inexorable, socialism. Suddenly, the idea that from capitalism-comes-socialism fell apart 
showing that from socialism can come capitalism, a reality that the left was not prepared for. 
For those coming from a peronist background, the brutal neoliberal adjustments of Menem in 
the name of peronism were another shock.23 Peronism had until the Menem-era been a symbol 
of collaboration between party and labour union (Palomino 2000:126). There was such a large 
crisis of identity, claims the interviewee, that what gave them strength to go on was the creation 
of a strong working class identity. Along with these series of shocks, it is clear that the legacy of 
the alternative union organization of the late 60s, CGT de los Argentinos, as well as the 
dramatic changes caused by neoliberalism had important influence on the creation and the 
formation of the CTA. They strengthened the working class identity, declared neoliberalism the 
great enemy of the people and placed itself on the left of the traditional labour unions in the 
country (Armelino 2005:282-284). However it can not be denied that peronism and the culture 
of institutionalized unions still affect the alternative labour union organization and create almost 
a contradicting separation within it. Many of its older militants are former members of the 
peronist youth party24. Additionally, the Argentinean society is deeply marked and formed by 
the peronist legacy, meaning that some characteristics are practically inevitable. The strict non-
party association of the CTA signifies that militants can identify themselves as Peronist, Marxist 
or any ideology they wish. Usually however these ideologies are on the left of the political 
spectra.  

                                                      
23 Interview with Victor de Gennaro. ATE-National, Av. Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina 

2008-12-26 

24 Former secretary general of the CTA, Victor de Gennaro for example. He was also an important 

figure in the CGT before the rupture. (from the interview with Victor de Gennaro. ATE-National, Av. 

Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-26) 
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4.1 The CTA 

In being an alternative, the organization strives to differ from the traditional labour union 
organization CGT at its base. Its three basic principles, within which lie the basic differences 
with the CGT, are (1) labour union autonomy, (2) labour union democracy and (3) the opening 

to other social organizations. (Armelino 2005:282-284) Autonomy refers to the closeness 
traditional unions have with the government. The institutionalization of Argentinean labour 
unions has created a reality where unions influence from within the government; as a result, 
they have lost their negotiation power when the government no longer secured this forum 
(Palomino 2000:125). For this matter, the CTA sets out to be autonomous from political parties, 
the state and the employers. This should not be confused with each member’s own right to a 
political view or affiliation in a political party. It refers solely to the CTA as an organization 
which, to maintain its strength, should be autonomous. In contrast, the traditional CGT is clearly 
peronist and closely tied to the party.  

The labour union democracy proposed by the CTA refers both to the internal organization and 
to the problematic mentioned above, where the organization lacks legal capacity for its 
struggles. For its internal organization it proposes direct affiliation, meaning that anyone can be 
affiliated to the central organization, with or without union representation at its workplace. 
Workers are not affiliated to the Central through the labour union at their workplace even if 
there is one. Direct election of the leadership (every worker has one vote) is an important part of 
the union’s structure. In traditional labour union organizations, you vote on a representative 
which in turn votes on the leadership, making the election less representative. Furthermore, an 
important part of the struggle is directed to union democracy in the country and to gain legal 
capacity for the unions and the central organization. 

A more practical part of labour union democracy is the way in which the union delegates work. 
The idea is to be as much as possible at the base, especially where the traditional labour unions 
are not present. AMMAR-CTA is a perfect example where their main activity is to be among 
the workers, discussing their needs. For them, it is an ideological point; the leader should work 
near the base, the head of the organization it only the face outward, the base designs the 
struggle. Decision-making through assemblies is closely tied to this.  

The CTA’s last principle is to open to other social movements, which are not traditional labour 
unions. This is a need created by the realities of the Argentinean labour force. The 
unemployment rate is high, particularly in the poorer parts of the country. Furthermore, it is 
calculated that almost half of the economic active people are employed in the informal sector.25 
There is also an immense part of the labour force underemployed or self-employed. This reality 
creates the need to extend the labour unions to a section of the population which otherwise 
would not have any representation. In a country with such an instable labour market, organizing 
workers outside the traditional union is imperative to secure representation of all workers in 
society. Both the form of organization and the struggle are modified with this reality (Rauber 
2000:34). Furthermore, there is an understanding of unity between labour unions and social 
movements within the CTA, since all strive for change in society. All workers that organize 
themselves to defend their rights and improve their situation are labour unions, whether or not 

                                                      
25 Most recent note on this was published in daily newspaper Crítica de la Argentina, published 

2009-05-26. http://www.criticadigital.com/index.php?secc=nota&nid=23934 accessed 2009-05-28 
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they have formal jobs, says Victor de Gennaro during our interview. Social movements and 
labour unions should not be understood as separate. Rather, the separation is something that has 
been implemented by the dominating system, he claims. For this matter, the CTA has 
movements affiliated to it which are not found in more traditional labour union organizations. 
Some examples are movements of unemployed, habitat movements or children’s movements. 
”They are all workers” explains Pablo Spataro of CTA Capital, ”…an unemployed worker is 
still a worker, so is a worker working outside a situation of dependency.”26  

Apart from these characteristics that explicitly distinguish the CTA from the more traditional 
labour union organization, the unions within CTA have alternative ways of directing their 
struggles. ATE, the largest labour union within CTA is a good illustration. Pablo Spataro has 
militated in ATE since 1999. What drew him to the union was the objective of the struggle. 
ATE, as any other union, fights for improved salaries and working conditions, the difference is 
that the fundamental strategy is not solely for the workers within its own profession. The basic 
interest of the union is to exist within a state that creates policies in favour of the majority of the 
population, not just in the interest of the dominating classes.27 

4.1.1 Neoliberalism - The Enemy 

The extremely negative effects neoliberalism brought on the poor population of Argentina28, 
such as the lowering of worker rights, increased insecurity in the labour market and remarkable 
raise in unemployment, urged the CTA to declare neoliberalism its primary enemy. It was also a 
product of the historical context within which the Central had developed, the statement against 
neoliberalism distinguishes them from the ruling elite; particularly from Menem and his 
government, but more importantly from the CGT and the peronist, traditional labour unions.  

Reference to ‘the enemy’ is so common that interviewees were asked to describe their 
understanding of this indication. ‘The Enemy’ are those whose interests lie in the failure of the 
CTA and the popular movement – it can refer to the state power, the media, or the 
entrepreneurs, the ruling elite and its mediators. Accordingly, although ‘the enemy’ is not 
specifically defined, his concept and the way in which it is used is important when 
understanding the CTA since it illustrates the coherence with social movements. This type of 
rhetoric in Argentina is used much more often among social movements than labour union 
organizations.  

                                                      
26 Interview with Pablo. CTA Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-16 

27“A ATE, como trabajador del estado, también le importa que el estado sea algo distinto. No sea un 

instrumento de las clases dominante para tener políticas todas en contra del pueblo, sino que sea un estado 

que este de cara al pueblo, que sea para ayudar al pueblo. Entonces, nuestra pelea es una pelea por nuestro 

salario, por las reivindicaciones gremiales, pero también es una pelea por darle sentido a nuestro trabajo. 

Entonces también pedimos un estado distinto, nosotros no queremos los hospitales que existen, queremos 

otros hospitales, nosotros no queremos las escuelas que existen, queremos otras escuelas, queremos otros 

institutos de investigación. Creemos que hace falta diseñar otro estado para una sociedad mejor. Entonces 

también peleamos por eso.” (interview with Pablo Spataro. CTA Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos 

Aires, Argentina 2008-12-16) 

 

28 For an illustration, see e.g. Ronaldo Munck (1997)A Thin Democracy p.9-10 
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To speak of ‘the enemy’ is also to mark where the enemy is. One of the interviewees claims that 
there is a misunderstanding among some people who think the enemy is among the popular 
classes. This misunderstanding contributes to the fragmentation of social movements, the 
interviewee maintains. Making reference to ‘the enemy’ is to declare that there is a powerful 
force wishing to destroy the project and that unity among popular masses is needed. This is 
important to grasp in order to understand what is meant when speaking of popular unity. One of 
the main objectives with the Constituyente Social project, headed by the CTA, is to succeed 
with popular unity.  

4.2 The Constituyente Social29 

Since the creation of the CTA, leaders of the alternative labour union organization have been 
under the understanding that fundamentally a societal change is needed to overcome poverty 
and social inequality. An additional understanding is that a massive social and political 
movement is needed to succeed with this societal change. The creation of the Constituyente 
Social aims at provoking change through the unity of popular forces. These are the three 
fundamental objectives of the Consitutyente Social: 

• For a fair income distribution  

• For a participative and popular democracy 

• For national and communitarian sovereignty over the natural resources
30

 

The understanding is that there can be no movement of change without an organized and 
conscious working class. This organized working class is provided by the CTA, yet there can be 
no relevant social change without all sectors in society working together.31 Unity of the popular 
field (campo popular) is often claimed to be an imperative goal and refers to two aspects. One is 
the call for unity of the highly divided left in Argentina, the other is the inclusion of the most 
marginalized groups in society whose voices usually are not taken into account, not even among 
the left, e.g. indigenous people, people living in shanty towns and women in the poorest regions. 
To reach this goal of uniting the popular field, the CTA organized and called all social 
movements to a mass meeting and the creation of a new project – The Constituyente Social. The 
decision for the creation of the project was taken during the CTA national congress in 2002 and 
the first encounter was carried out in October 2008.  

                                                      
29 Could be translated to Social Constituency, but I have chosen not to translate it due to the 

specific meaning of the word. The significant is the unity and meeting of masses as well as the 

connotation of creating popular power, striving for a new constitution. 

30 Authors own translation from spanish. These are the three fundamental objectives of the 

Consitutyente Social, what is often referred to as the aim and is found in every magazine 

promoting the Constituyente.  

31 This was closely explained to me by Fabio Basteiro, my interview with him. CTA-Capital, 

Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-02 and was also brought up during the 

interview with Victor de Gennaro. ATE-Nacional, Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-

26 
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 The Constituyente Social is not at this point an organization, a movement or a political party.32 
It is a process, an attempt to unite different views and struggles, together creating a force that 
will govern itself and not delegate decision-making to other sectors, i.e. to create power from 
below. “There is no possibility of political construction without collective action”33 said the 
Secretary of Communication and Diffusion of the CTA. Since the creation of CTA, there has 
always been a will to unite many different organizations to a greater movement which would 
strive towards structural change. “There is a crisis of representation that can not be solved by 
changing the representative”34 said Victor de Gennaro in a meeting about the Constituyente 
Social. He developed this further during the interview. The capitalist system, he claimed, does 
not respond to the people’s needs. A country like Argentina that produces a huge amount of 
food every year should not have hunger and poverty. The system is formed in a way to not 
allow happiness and personal development; it must be changed to solve this reality of poverty 
and hunger. Consequently, changing the representative is not enough as long as the constitution 
remains a product of the capitalist system. The crisis of representation will not be resolved by 
changing the president but by becoming the protagonists ourselves, he explains. That is why the 
aspiration is to create a democracy that is less representative and more participative in 
character.35 Consequently, delegation of decision-making has an important significance in the 
struggle. “We don’t want to delegate any more, we want to rule” said most of the interviewees 
when explaining the meaning of the Constituyente Social.  

The CTA delegate congress of 2002 resolved to form a national movement working towards 
unity among social movements and systemic change36. This movement is referred to as 
Movimiento Politico Social y Cultural de Liberación (Political Social and Cultural Movement 
of Liberation). “We put the name ‘of liberation’ to mark where it is headed.”37 After the 
massive uprising of 2001 and 2002 it was clear that popular sectors in Argentina have the 
strength to show what society is not wanted, even strength to bring down a government. 
Meanwhile, popular fragmentation inhibits the formulation of what society that is wanted. For 
this formulation, the CTA travelled across the country for a year and a half, talking to different 
organizations, social movements and native communities. The forum for discussion is the 

                                                      
32 Although not being a formal organization, some structure is being constructed. The most recent 

is the ’Coordination house of the Constituyente Social’ inagurated the 22nd of May 2009. The house 

should coordinate the nearly 600 different local assemblies that are planned for june-july 2009. 

33 Juan Carlos Giuliani’s speech in the International Meeting (Jornada Internacional) of the 

Constituyente Social. Sede de Tupac Amaru, San Salvador de Jujuy, Argentina 2008-10-23 

34 Victor de Gennaro’s speech in the Debate about impunity, justice and human rights towards the 

Constituyente (Debate sobre impunidad, justicia y derechos humanos hacia la Constituyente). CTA-

Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-10-03 

35 Interview with Victor de Gennaro at ATE-Nacional, Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina 

2008-12-26 

36 Resolution document of the 6th national delegate congress of CTA held in Mar de Plata, Argentina 

2002.   

37 Interview with Fabio Basteiro. CTA-Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina2008-

12-02 



 

 29 

Constituyente Social. The background is that the eternal separation of social movements, often 
striving for the same things, makes impossible the social change and the elimination of poverty. 
“Every day we maintain our differences, is a day more that a child is dying of hunger”38. The 
first meeting of the Constituyente Social was held in Jujuy, northern Argentina, the 24th and the 
25th of October 2008. About 20 000 people from nearly 700 organizations participated in the 
meeting. Around half of the organizations are not affiliated to the CTA.39 After the meeting in 
Jujuy, the work continued in each city and province. The idea is to create small Constituencies 
in each locality, where the discussion can continue and the aim can be transmitted to the people 
who could not travel to Jujuy. Regarding the future, it was decided in Jujuy that the next great 
encounter will be held in Neuquén in May of 200940. It will discuss the electoral ambitions of 
the project. 

Fabio Basteiro, secretary general of CTA-Capital, points to the political significance of holding 
the encounter in Jujuy. It is one of the poorest provinces in the country, the majority of the 
population has origins in native communities and there is a geographical closeness to Bolivia 
and Evo Morales while a significant distance from the capital of Argentina, the government and 
the mass-media.41 ‘Now is when’ (Ahora es cuando) is the Constituyente Social’s slogan, 
referring mainly to the wave of left governments in Latin America, and the political standpoint 
of the struggle.  

4.2.1 The structure of the encounter 

The purpose of the encounter in Jujuy was for the organizations to meet and joitly discuss the 
objectives of the Constituyente Social. Already on the 23rd of October, the day before the great 
meeting, an international committee met with labour union, political parties and government 
representatives from many supporting countries, including Spain, Uruguay, Bolivia, Venezuela, 
Dominican Republic, Chile and France. The 24th was the day for each organization’s 
presentation. A massive parade was held in the Tupac Amaru neighbourhood42 outside San 
Salvador de Jujuy (province capital). Saturday the 25th, 20 commissions were held in different 
parts of San Salvador de Jujuy. The militants distributed themselves among the commissions, so 
every organization was present in each group, resulting in around 300 participants per 
commission discussing three themes: the priorities of the popular field, actions to carry out the 
priorities and institutional strategies of the movement. Everyone who wanted was invited to 
speak. Around 50 people spoke in each commission, making it a total of nearly 1000 speeches, a 
proportion which the organizers were very satisfied with. Victor de Gennaro, former secretary 

                                                      
38 Interview with Pablo Kleiman. Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-11-26 

39 This information is taken from magazine Hacia una Constituyente Social en la Argentina; 

pamphlet distributed during the Constituyente Social in Jujuy, n.d. 

40 This was later on postponed to November 2009. 

41 Interview with Fabio Basteiro. CTA-Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-

12-02 

42 The Tupac Amaru Movement is a territorial movement in Jujuy, northern Argentina. It started off 

with a few copas de leche (cups of milk for children), today it is a strong cooperative with nearly a 

thousand houses, a school, a recreation centre, own factories and a health centre. For more 

information on the movement see www.tupacamaru.org.ar accessed 2009-05-28  
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general and founder of the CTA, now head of this new creation, had earlier repeatedly spoken 
about the importance of letting the personal aspirations aside and strive to find a common 
agenda, “Let us invite everyone to think together”43 he said. Later on, during the interview, de 
Gennaro expressed his delight with how everything had turned out.44 The closure of the two 
days was held in a football field where the conclusion of each commission was read out loud.  

The Constituyente Social, although putting a great amount of energy in the great encounters, is a 
project that goes on before and after the meetings. Every location, province and region should 
have smaller meetings to discuss their local aims in smaller groups. In order to secure the local 
encounters significance in the system design, the aspiration for the next national encounter in 
Neuquén is that only people who have actively participated in the local assemblies take part in 
the national one.  

4.2.2 Electoral ambitions 

A common understanding of the Constituyente Social is that at some point it will become a 
political party in elections. The front figures of the Constituyente Social do not deny this 
possibility, although they emphasize that the creation of the movement also has other aims. Of 
greater importance is that unity is created from below, in a process where everyone has the 
possibility to participate and express their opinion. It is important to embark on the electoral, but 
it is just as important to develop politics for system change. It is recognized by the leading 
figures that they function within a representative democracy with state institutions, formed to 
maintain stability in the country. The idea is to work within this democratic structure while 
simultaneously increasing popular participation and inclusion. Nevertheless, there is a 
consensus that such a system change requires a constitutional change.  

Whether or not to participate formally in governmental elections is still a dispute. This point 
was meant to be discusses during the massive encounter in Jujuy under the rubric institutional 

strategies, but was not significantly developed during the debate. The next encounter in 
Neuquén will have this as first priority for discussion. In February 2009 the national newspaper 
Pagina 12 wrote about the possibility of Victor de Gennaro’s candidacy for parliament in the 
elections of 200945. This was surprising considering he is the front figure of the Constituyente 
Social where the discussion evolving the elections is not intended until the encounter in 
Neuquén, planned for November 2009. The same newspaper declared a few days later that the 
final decision whether De Gennaro will pose for elections will be decided in the Constituyente 
Social of Neuquén46. It should be noted that the CTA already has people from the organization 
                                                      
43 Victor de Gennaro’s speech in the Debate about impunity, justice and human rights towards the 

Constituyente (Debate sobre impunidad, justicia y derechos humanos hacia la Constituyente). CTA-

Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-10-03 

44 Interview with Victor de Gennaro. ATE-National, Av. Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina 

2008-12-26 

45 Article in Pagina 12 Con De Gennaro a la cabeza, 2009-01-29  

www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/elpais/1-119088-2009-01-29.html accessed 2009-05-28 

46 See article Problemas a la hora de cerrar acuerdos, Pagina 12, 2009-02-01 

http://www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/elpais/1-119341-2009-02-01.html  acessed 2009-05-28 
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in parliament. The possible candidacy of Victor de Gennaro is nothing new within the labour 
union organization, but it is a matter of discussion since he is such an important figure in the 
Constituyente Social.  

Maximiliano, educator at Ruca Hueney - Movimiento Chicos del Pueblo, presents an interesting 
view to this discussion. He believes that the electoral strategy is not correct at this point. The 
root of the tree must be changed before the branches, he says. There is no reason to put someone 
at the top without first working at the bottom. Maximiliano understands the Constituyente 
Social as the change from the root, in contrast to earlier changes that have too quickly 
established a political party and forgotten about the base. In Jujuy, he claims, the centre of 
attention was not the leader of each organization, but the people, the workers. That was the 
particularity of the Constituyente Social.47  

4.3 Concluding remarks on the context 

This chapter has described the empirical case under study, specifically the alternative labour 
union CTA and the creation of the Constituyente Social. The CTA as an alternative was formed 
in opposition to the institutionalized labour union organization CGT. Working class identity is 
what characterizes the CTA, the ambitions of autonomy allow followers of different political 
ideologies to organize within the same labour union organization. The working class identity 
however suggests that most of the members situate themselves to the left of the ruling party.  

The initial task of the Constituyente Social is to unite the popular field and create a basis for 
debate about what type of society is wanted. The deeper ambition is to develop a more 
participative democracy and pose an alternative to the ruling elite. The deep belief of both the 
CTA and the Constituyente Social is that a system change is needed in order to reach the wanted 
society, but it must be developed in the process of its construction. The analysis in the following 
chapter will discuss these strategies for system change in depth.  

                                                                                                                                                            

The legislative elections are held the 28th of June 2008 so the discussion will no occur previously.  

47 Interview with Maximiliano. Ruca Hueney, General Rodriguez, Argentina 2008-12-13 
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5. Analysis 

It is the ambition of this paper to understand the labour union organization CTA together with 
its new creation, the Constituyente Social, within the context of struggle for societal change 
from the left in Latin America. The concept of power has always been central in the discussion 
of societal change. The perception of taking vs. creating power is consequently the chosen 
frame from which this analysis will be made.  

Waterman’s new social unionism was presented in the theory chapter conceptualizing the new 

unionism under which the CTA could be understood. Waterman calls for a union going beyond 
existing economic and political models of unionism, extending its normal functioning area to 
intimately relate with social movements. CTA fulfils these aspirations in striving for societal 
change and including social movements in the struggle. There are however limited possibilities 
to analyze the CTA further in terms of new social unionism since Waterman separates national 
cases from the concept. He calls for a union that goes beyond national borders. The international 
is given importance by the CTA, exemplified by the international meeting held in relation to the 
encounter in Jujuy. Nevertheless, it is at this point impossible for CTA to ignore national 
borders, its struggles are of national character, functioning within a state-run judiciary. 
However, when making reference to ‘the enemy’ many interviewees agree with Waterman that 
the global financial market is the greatest challenge to labour rights. To better attend concrete 
cases, theories of new unionism could be developed in relation to national experiences. The 
CTA’s structure and ideology differ significantly from traditional labour unions and do not fit 
traditional understandings of labour union organizations. As a result, the trait of new

48
 unionism 

is what permits the creation of the Constituyente Social.  

The intimacy with social movements called for by Waterman is vivid within the structure of the 
CTA, not to mention in relation to the development of the Constituyente Social. The 
fundamental ideology and structure of the CTA is rooted in the Constituyente Social. Decision 
making through assemblies, horizontal structures within the organization and the dream of a 
more participatory democracy are all reflected in the Constituyente Social. Essentially, the 
Constituyente Social is a process under construction, not an organization or a official unity 
among organizations; it has no formal structure at this point.  

To understand the tensions between taking and creating power, we utilize the discussion in the 
academic debate presented above. At this point, there is no doubt about the dominating 
relevance of power creation in the understanding of the Constituyente Social. There are 
however tensions from the taking power concept that are important for the development of ideas 
for system change. The theoretical chapter presents four major categories that are relevant for 
the analysis. The first three are rescued from Rubén Dri’s criteria for power creation, (1) the 
organization cannot exist beforehand, (2) the ideas and the theory must come from the process, 

                                                      
48 New is in fact a complicated term since this different type of unionism can be detected 40 years 

back. The CGT de los Argentinos had aspects that were closer to new unionism than traditional. 

Alternative unionism could be a better conceptualization.  
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not from the outside or above and (3) more horizontal social relations should be created for an 
extension of power. The opposite of these three categories indicates the presence of a more 
Leninist view on system change, that is, a more taking power perception. To these criteria, we 
add an important point held by William Robinson, namely the importance of intersecting the 
horizontal and the vertical in order to succeed with the ambitions of societal change. The 
following sections will relate the presented criteria with the empirical material from the former 
chapter.  

5.1 Creating a new organization 

The creation of power cannot come from an organization existing beforehand, says Dri. An 
already structured organization follows previously established ideas and lines. Presenting ideas 
to mobilized masses is not in accordance with the creation of power. It is a reproduction of the 
old society where some know and others obey. The Constituyente Social is a process towards a 
new political, social and cultural movement where many different movements meet to design a 
new society. It does not exist beforehand. However, the backbone of the Constituyente Social, 
the labour union organization CTA, did exist previously. The relation of the Constituyente 
Social to this first criterion of power creation is consequently reflected in the influence that the 
CTA has on the Constituyente Social. As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the 
fundamental ideologies of the CTA, such as decision-making through assemblies and horizontal 
structures, are reflected in the Constituyente Social, suggesting a significant influence. 
However, these ideas exist in most social organizations in Argentina, particularly since the crisis 
of 200149. Accordingly, it cannot be confirmed the ‘from-below’ ideologies are being 
introduced to the Constituyente Social from the outside, violating Dri’s criterion that the beliefs 
should not be introduced from above. Sitrin’s citation in the theory chapter (p.17) illustrates the 
importance of horizontality for new social movements in Argentina. Most of the organizations 
participating in the Constituyente Social believe in this type of horizontal structuring. For this 
matter, it is safe to assume that the ideology has not been brought to the Constituyente Social 
‘from above’ but exists in the fundamental ideas of the members, ‘from below’.  

If the Constituyente Social is directly a product of the CTA, the first criterion for power creation 
could be jeopardized, replaced by a criterion more similar to a Leninist, taking power, 
perception where the CTA is equalized with the party and the Constituyente Social is the 
mechanism to introduce ideas to the masses. Viewed in this manner, there is no organization 
created in the process, but an extension of the existing organization through the Constituyente 
Social. Repeatedly, interviewees at all levels mentioned the importance of extending the 
Constituyente Social beyond the CTA. The understanding is that societal change cannot happen 
without an organized working class, yet all sectors are needed in the process in order for change 
to happen. The relevance of the previously existing CTA cannot be ignored. There is however 
an indicator that strongly arguments in favour of the belief that under process is the creation of a 
new organization. This is the explicit objective of unifying many different social groups into 
one single process.  

                                                      
49 For an illustration see the debate in Pagina 12 that we mention in the theory section between José 

Nathanson on the one hand and Roberto Gargarella and Maristella Svampa on the other. Pagina 12 2009-

01-18; 2009-01-22 and 2009-01-29 
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The inclusion of two specific groups in the project are considered imperative for the process, 
these are the middle class and the lowest working class. Argentina is a country with a large 
middle class, a class that contributed significant strength to the uprising of 19-20 December 
2001. The leadership of the CTA is well aware of the importance of the middle class in any 
project aiming at societal change in Argentina. Fabio Basteiro touched upon this issue during 
our interview when discussing the task of CTA-Capital in Buenos Aires. “We have to generate a 
discourse that permits us to deepen the debate with the middle sectors” particularly in the capital 
where most of them are located.50 Secondly, there are groups in the lower classes of society with 
an increasing strength that need to be taken to consideration. These are groups that arose during 
the crisis of 2001 in most parts of the country, particularly unemployed movements, so called 
‘piqueteros’ and other social movements that were born in and are concentrated in the poorer 
neighbourhoods of the large cities. It is the fragmentation of these groups that in part inspired 
the development of the Constituyente Social. “To be power among friends is easy, the hard 
thing is to be power among everyone”51 stated Laura Schweid when discussing this challenge of 
creating an organization that goes beyond the CTA. To unite these groups and develop together 
a new model of society is more likely to have the outcome of a new organization than these 
groups joining the CTA. Many social movements emerging in 2001 are directly opposed to 
entering the CTA, one of them, the OLP, is interviewed in this study. Although the OLP stands 
strictly outside the CTA, it gladly participates in the Constituyente Social. The challenge at this 
point is to secure that non-CTA groups have equal influence in the project.  

The development of power strategies is required in any organization that aims at social change. 
The creation of a new organization requires a shift of strategy to contribute with a different aim 
to the struggle. An important change of political strategy within the Constituyente Social is the 
flow of the word, the open discussions and the invitation to all sectors of society to participate 
in the creation of a new movement. The ambition is the overcoming of political fragmentation 
among the left. There is no lack of mobilization in Argentina but there is a lack of unity. Each 
organization on its own does not have enough strength to get across the demands. The ‘new’ in 
the Constituyente Social is to unite under one movement and in that way gather enough strength 
to promote change. The unification requires political confidence, claimed Carina Maloberti in 
our interview, referring to confidence in the national references or possible leaders. There are 
organizations that are on the borderline of the Constituyente Social with mistrust in the 
institutional aims, these organizations represent important groups for the struggle that often are 
overlooked in the political claims. The way to gain confidence from these groups is to show 
willpower in the streets. “The more we are on the street, the more confidence there is. By being 
in the street, we have sat down and talked to comrades that we did not speak to before.”52  

The strategy to succeed with popular unity is the creation of a new movement that unites many 
social organizations, fulfilling the first criteria. It should however not be ignored that without an 
extended structure, like the CTA’s, this creation would not succeed in reaching out to all 

                                                      
50 Interview with Fabio Basteiro. CTA-Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-

12-02 

51 Interview with Laura Schweid and Carina Maloberti. Senasa, Paseo Colón 367, Buenos Aires, 

Argentina 2008-10-07 

52 Interview with Pablo Puebla, Municipalidad de San Martin, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-22 
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organizations. In the end, it is not as simple as stating that no organization can exist previously, 
even when the ambition is to create a new movement.  

5.2 Formulating new ideas 

The second criterion taken from Dri is a continuation of the first. The organization cannot exist 
previously and neither can the ideas of change. Instead, they need to be developed in the 
process. This criterion is formulated in contrast to the Leninist idea that the masses need to be 
enlightened by the political party, that is, ‘injected’ from the outside. The creation of power 
surges from within the own mobilization. The Constituyente Social is put together with this 
intention, to discuss what priorities the movement should have and how they should be carried 
out. The participants themselves presented how the organization should expand. With 
significance for power creation, the strategies are developed in the process of the Constituyente 
Social, not previously. “The resolution of how it was taken is as important as the decision itself” 
said Fabio Basteiro53. Although the formulations are done in the process, the framework is 
designed and brought forward by the CTA, introducing fragments of Leninist ‘injection’ and 
taking power. This is not necessarily negative; the framework takes in socialist ideas and 
participatory ambitions, nevertheless, it is a previously established framework that cannot be 
developed in the process. Strict division between the two is what causes the problem, the 
dichotomization of creating and taking does not allow for understandings that overlap. A 
previously established framework is imperative for the process to be initiated, even though it 
contrasts the second criterion.  

As we saw in the presentation of the Constituyente Social (chapter 4.2), it is common when 
discussing development of new ideas to make reference to the incidents of 2001. Massive 
uprising from most middle- and lower-class sectors provoked the fall of a government. There 
was a clear expression in the country of what was not wanted, yet no significant change could 
be identified once the government had changed. “We can unite to say what we don’t want, but 
not to say what we do want” expressed former Secretary General of the CTA, Victor de 
Gennaro54. The Constituyente Social aims at filling this gap and articulating what type of 
society is wanted. Secretary General of the young section, CTA-Juventud, explains, “The 
objective of the Constituyente is to achieve unity and an articulation of the popular field that we 
will all be able to hit with the same fist and say, stop, we do not want to be repressed any more, 
we want to govern ourselves.”55 It is precisely the ‘govern ourselves’ or ‘stop delegating’ that 
has so much importance in the aim of the Constituyente Social.  

5.2.1 Stop delegating, start governing 

The basic idea with ‘stop delegating’ is that the people themselves have the best answers for 
their problems. The ruling elites do not know what the fundamental issues are, neither are they 

                                                      
53 Interview with Fabio Basteiro. CTA-Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-

12-02 

54 Interview with Victor de Gennaro. ATE-National, Av. Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina 

2008-12-26 

55 Interview with Pablo Kleiman. Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-11-26 
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particularly interested in solving them. It is relevant at this point to recall John Holloway when 
he claims that aspirations to change society in a more socialist direction are in fact desires to 
change power relations. To stop delegating and start governing signifies a deepening of 
democracy towards a more participative character, a change in power relations. Pablo Kleiman 
expressed the CTA-Juventud’s vision referring to the lack of referendums in the country. “We 
are tired of them calling on us from the highest spheres to support what others decide, but they 
don’t call on us to decide.” The wished aim of the Constituyente Social is to create a society that 
is more participative in nature, where the electorate does not exist to legitimize the ruling party, 
but to be the rulers, in other words to create a democracy that is more in line with Lievesley’s 
‘radical model of democracy’ from section 3.2. The change of power relations should not be 
confused with Holloway’s belief in anti-power, that is, the elimination of power relations. 
Arguments against this view have already been presented in the theory chapter and are now 
confirmed with the empirical case. Stop delegating suggests, like Holloway claims, the need for 
a change in power relations. Now start governing implies the contrary to an elimination of 
power, it is an amplification of it to the whole popular spectra. 

The discussion during the commissions in Jujuy had the purpose of doing precisely what the 
second criterion calls for, i.e. to decide from below what the themes should be, to formulate the 
ideas in the process. The debate during the commissions of the Constituyente Social was with 
this target held around three axes: priorities of the popular field, what actions to carry out the 
priorities and institutional strategies. The participants themselves presented what was of 
importance for them, initiating their own governing. These issues were later presented and voted 
for collectively in a massive assembly. The resolutions are published on the internet56 and in 
several magazines. This was all done in the name of horizontality and democracy, encouraging 
the idea that the people can govern themselves. Many interviewees pointed to the importance of 
having a horizontal structure practiced in everyday life. “I have to feel the participative and 
direct democracy in my organization, in the Constituyente, in the union, in the 
neighbourhood”57, explained Carina Maloberti, secretary of organization at ATE. 

5.3 Creating horizontal social relations 

We have explored throughout the study how unity of the popular field is one of the fundamental 
strategies for both the CTA and the Constituyente Social. This is also the third criterion for 
power creation. Power, according to Dri, is created in the meeting and in the social relations 
established during the struggle. In order to create power, social relations must be horizontal in 
character. There is no power creation if there is no mutuality in the relation, but power exercise 
of one over the other. Consequently, to create more power, we need to create more mutual and 
horizontal social relations.  

                                                      
56 www.ctaenmovimiento.org.ar/spip.php?article262 accessed 2009-05-28 

57 Interview with Carina Maloberti and Laura Schweid. Senasa, Paseo Colón 367, Buenos Aires, 

Argentina 2008-10-07 
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5.3.1 Territorial extension to create horizontal relations 

The initial faze of the process towards the Constituyente Social was to spread the word 
throughout the country and propose this space of encounter where mutuality can be created. 
Victor de Gennaro, along with other members of the CTA travelled to 18 different provinces 
during one and a half year to present the Constituyente Social to every locality in the country. 
As a result, people from nearly 700 different localities participated in the encounter in Jujuy. 
Explaining the reason for this strategy, Fabio Basteiro said that “if you don’t go find comrades 
in every locality, it is rare that you can speak in their name”58. Territorial extension has positive 
results on national representation and the recognition of the project. The understanding is that 
the only way to reach out to the masses is to extend territorially and to hold constitutional 
assemblies in as many locations as possible. Territorial extension is equalized with the creation 
of horizontal relations because its purpose is to establish mutual relations with people in other 
localities and exchange dialogue. All the meetings have the symbolical character of being seated 
in circle, indicating the desire for the relations established to be horizontal59.  

The amplification of the project after the encounter in Jujuy is given great importance by those 
who drive it forward. Territorial extension is viewed as a deepening of democracy and the 
desired form of power fortification. The goal with holding local assemblies is to reach those 
who were not able to participate in Jujuy and meet those who cannot travel to the second 
national encounter in Neuquén. Local discussions aim at developing the thought that will be 
presented in the national encounter. The local assemblies aspire to extend ground, the more 
localities mobilized, the more political strength acquired. Carrying out a massive encounter, as 
the one in Jujuy, is a demonstration of political strength. To show political strength is important 
both against ‘the enemy’ but also towards other popular sectors and the own participants in the 
project. Local networks provide a flow of information that cannot be obtained when working at 
a national level and they can reach people that otherwise would be disregarded.  

5.3.2 Inclusion to create horizontal relations 

The territorial extension simplifies the inclusion of groups that in other occasions may stand 
outside projects like the Constituyente Social. A concrete example is the indigenous 
communities that in Argentina have been neglected to such an extent that many believe they do 
not exist. In Jujuy, they took a step forward showing that they do exist and are of considerable 
size. Power creation, or amplification, is precisely to not only recognize the importance of the 
indigenous groups, but to also collaborate and formulate questions in common, thereby 
equalizing groups that otherwise have been neglected by the dominant society. The first national 
encounter was held in Jujuy for a reason, as we saw in section 4.2, reasons of previous 
exclusion of native communities. The method of reaching every locality with local 
Constituyentes has as its purpose to maintain the importance of these and other marginalized 
groups in the process. 

                                                      
58 Interview with Fabio Basteiro. Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-02 

59 This was pointed out during Victor de Gennaro’s speech in the Debate about impunity, justice and 

human rights towards the Constituyente (Debate sobre impunidad, justicia y derechos humanos hacia la 

Constituyente). CTA-Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-10-03 
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Some of the indigenous communities form part of the CTA, the Tupac Amaru Movement for 
example is probably the largest. There are however groups that do not have any ties with the 
CTA, groups that usually are limited in extension. A great challenge for the Constituyente 
Social is to succeed in surpassing the structure of the labour union organization. Pablo Kleiman 
claims that “the Constituyente is our understanding that the world does not end with the CTA, 
that the CTA is not enough”60. Recurrently CTA leaders express the need to extend beyond the 
CTA to succeed with any societal change. However, the project has received critique from outer 
standing organizations that the labour union organization has too much influence in the project. 
A point made was that only CTA leaders stood on the stage of the encounter in Jujuy. 
Furthermore, only CTA members organized and planned the encounter. The answer from Victor 
de Gennaro, leader of the project, was that he wished that external organizations would put as 
much force, economic and militant, to carry out the project. But up until now the Constituyente 
Social had not advanced without the CTA standing in the front line, pulling. The view from 
organizations standing outside the central labour union is that the project towards the 
Constituyente Social was initiated by the CTA, but the continuation of it needs to include other 
social and political movements in the structuring and organizing of the process. Before 
travelling to Jujuy, non-CTA organizations seemed to mistrust the ambitions of the encounter. 
The OLP for example was worried that too many pro-government groups would be present and 
that they would have to confront them and take on a conflictive approach in the discussions. The 
later evaluation was that this was not the case; the discussions were in line with the OLP’s 
views, in favour of change from the existing rule. It was the lack of knowledge about the 
objectives of the encounter that provoked insecurity within the OLP. The solution for the future 
is to include non-CTA organizations in the preparation and organization of the encounter, give 
them more space and secure horizontality between participating organizations. For a success in 
the project, inclusion cannot only be to expand the existing organization, but to enrich the 
debate though horizontal relations. 

5.4 Intersecting the horizontal and the vertical 

The crisis of representation has been brought up repeatedly throughout the paper and has been 
an important reason for the formation of the Constituyente Social. It refers to the perception that 
the government does not rule in favour of the people it is supposed to represent. The massive 
uprising in 2001 was a product of this lack of representation, but the deficiency was never 
resolved since the system never changed. The crisis will be resolved not by changing the 
representative, but by providing power to the represented, explains Victor de Gennaro. The final 
criterion presented in this analysis gives us tools to interpret the situation. It is the task of 
intersecting the horizontal and the vertical, as presented by William Robinson. Not only is it 
important to construct popular power, where the organization and decisions are developed from 
below to best suite the popular needs. There is also a need to at some point reach upward, 
extending this popular power to authorities. The contrasting view is presented by Holloway who 
claims that when participating in government, you are functioning within the same structures 
that you aspire to change. Recognizing these structures inhibits their change. Robinson’s 
suggestion is considered more convincing because it permits a balance between the two 
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understandings of power. In this respect, it is more dynamic by providing a wider scope for the 
struggle. In the same way as a strict taking power strategy aiming to take governmental power is 
incomplete for societal change, any strict argument, as a complete neglecting of the state, is just 
as obsolete in the discussion. The continuation of this section explores in what way the 
Constituyente Social understands the need to intersect the two strategies.  

‘The crisis of representation cannot be solved by changing the representative’ says the call that 
structures the Constituyente Social. In other words, taking power in government is not enough 
to change society. Similarly, Dri states that taking power causes no real change, it only replaces 
the same powers that were there before. The project of the Constituyente Social is presented as 
an antagonist to the taking power concept. However the dichotomization is not that clear cut. 
Institutional aims are understood important for the project to succeed. It is not enough to change 
the representative, yet there needs to be a representative in government that at some point can 
push forward the legal frames. Most of the interviewees stated that governmental power must be 
enjoyed eventually in order to reach the aspirations of constitutional change. There is a touch of 
taking power in this understanding. The difference is that the strengthening of popular forces is 
as important as the electoral alternative. Dri claims that there can be no process of power 
construction once power is taken. However he does not suggest nor touch upon the opposite 
idea that once power has been constructed, the challenge to reach for governmental power can 
be initiated. What is actually at state here is the understanding of when change begins. Taking 

power aspirants usually consider that change begins once power is taken, usually referring to 
institutional change. The project of the Constituyente Social on the other hand understands the 
need for people to change before any initiation of structural change. At this point the 
Constituyente Social corresponds more to the idea of power construction. However, and this is 
where the intersection comes in, institutional change is considered relevant (the ultimate goal is 
to change the Constitution), and this is a process that can start once power has been constructed.    

5.4.1 Electoral aspirations 

The Constituyente Social is at this point still a process without developed electoral ideas. 
Nonetheless, the ambitions surrounding the institutional aims are clear illustrations of this 
intersection. “Each thing on its own is not enough”61 states Pablo Spataro, claiming that a 
struggle on the street without ambition to govern means that those who take the final decision 
end up bypassing you. Neither is it enough to only concentrate on the electoral procedures, since 
once in power you can administer resources, but a bringing down of the ‘real power’62 requires 
the popular sectors’ support. As Robinson argues when claiming the need to intersect, the power 
of the dominant groups must be addressed to create a program that can change society.  

                                                      
61 Interview with Pablo Spataro. In CTA Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-

12-16 

62 The ’real power’ in this point should be understood as a synonym of ’the enemy’, i.e. (as Spataro 

described the enemy in the interview) those who generate the situation of inequality in Argentina; 

the companies that plan ’the economic genocide’, often multinational companies, the global 

financial powers and the government working in favour of these dominating classes. (Interview 

with Pablo Spataro. CTA Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-16) 
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The institutional strategies were to be discussed in Jujuy, but have been placed as the primary 
theme for discussion in the second national encounter of Neuquén since they were not 
developed enough in the first round. The interviewees view the electoral ambitions virtually in 
the same way – they should not be neglected or ignored, yet the struggle should not be 
determined by the electoral aspirations. The decision to participate in governmental politics is 
something that, as any other decision coming from the Constituyente Social, should be debated 
and decided collectively. It should also take the same space as any other political strategy of the 
process, not more. The project of constructing a ‘movement of liberation’ should include a 
debate of the electoral but advance beyond the institutional scale. In order to deepen the process 
of decision-making, horizontality and participatory politics is as important as any electoral 
frame. The Constituyente Social should also maintain a debate on what type of schools, 
hospitals or workplaces are wanted. The same organization that presents candidates for 
parliament should also construct a politics of education, health, housing, transport and the 
means to ‘govern our own strength’63, thus construct a sovereign alternative to the existing 
power. The topic around the discussion of electoral politics recurrently touches upon the 
importance of it being an emergent in response to a political project and not the other way 
around. This should be understood as a reaction to the persistent politics in Argentina lately 
where the electoral candidates are so personified that the political party they are from or the 
propositions they have are virtually irrelevant in the elections.  

The intersection called for by Robinson is accordingly visible in three major points. One is the 
unity of the project, that is, the fact that all decisions are resolved collectively. This according to 
Fabio Basteiro “is a qualitative difference from what we know so far”64. Secondly is what they 
call integral politics, that the electoral procedures should not determine the whole struggle but 
should be designed in conjunction with the extension of popular unity and power. Third is the 
importance of the electoral procedures emerging as a result of a political project, meaning that 
the decision of ‘which politics’ is designed at the base and brought to an electoral level, not the 
other way around. The intersection emerges in the development of a project that can challenge 
the dominant groups, as required by Robinson; furthermore they include aspects both from the 
creating power ambitions and the taking power ideas, resulting in the intersection imperative for 
societal change.  

5.5 Concluding remarks on the analysis 

Discussing intersection of the horizontal with the vertical permits us to unite earlier discussed 
themes in the analysis and add them to this intersection. The electoral strategy aims at 
constructing political strength and is the most visible part of the intersection. Yet throughout the 
analysis we have touched upon other aspects of intersection which are not as visible. The 
creation of a new organization and the formulation of ideas should come from the process of 

                                                      
63 This particular expression was cited from the interview with Fabio Basteiro (CTA-Capital, 

Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-12-02), yet it is a recurrent expression among 

all interviewees. The discussion presented in this section is a compilation of themes brought up in 

all the interviews. 

64 Interview with Fabio Basteiro. CTA-Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-
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creating power and are to some extent fulfilled by the Constituyente Social. However, some 
type of framework is established previously and an existing organization is the backbone of the 
project, insinuating fragments of taking power strategies. This is not regarded as a contradiction, 
but as a reinforcement of the argument that intersection is needed. If the first step of the 
Constituyente Social was to extend the project throughout the territory, then the electoral step is 
to extend the constructed power upward in the political ladder. The taking power perception 
cannot be ignored because it dominates the structure of society where the mobilization occurs. If 
we, as Holloway or Dri suggest, deny the importance of the state in the struggle for societal 
change, then we are neglecting a section with important influence in the outcome of the project.  

To sum up the analysis. Four categories have been presented, three that define power creation 
and one that argues for the importance of the intersection. All these categories have presented 
similar facts, the Constituyente Social is fundamentally a project for power construction, 
however, taking power aspects are present in all criteria. The problem is accordingly to maintain 
a strict division between the two perceptions of power, specifically when the ultimate outcome 
is practically the same.  
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6. Conclusion 

This study has evaluated the tensions between taking and creating power along with their 
expressions in the alternative labour union organization Central de los Trabajadores de la 

Argentina (CTA) and the most recent project for system change, the Constituyente Social. 
Taking power signifies that power is as an object to be possessed in government, while creating 

power understandings put emphasis on popular mobilization and horizontal relations that put 
pressure on the state. Additionally, taking power can be understood as aiming vertically, while 
creating power is horizontal in nature. The Constituyente Social project is a new phenomenon 
in Argentina aspiring to unite the popular field in order to collectively formulate what type of 
society that is wanted. The analytical separation of the two power strategies is incomplete in 
relation to the Constituyente Social. There are scholars, such as William Robinson, that point to 
the importance of intersecting the vertical and the horizontal in order to succeed with any 
societal change, or as one of the interviewees claims “each thing on its own is not enough”65.  

That the project of the Constituyente Social is affected by tensions of creating power is 
something that possibly has been visual throughout the study. Most of the work surrounding the 
Constituyente Social aspires to create the horizontal social relations that are fundamental for the 
creation of power. Even the militants’ rhetoric in relation to the project implies consciousness 
about power creation. Tensions coming from the perception of taking power are instead more 
hidden. I would however like to claim that they persist in the project but are not as visible. 
Maybe the taking power ideas have lost legitimacy in the ‘from below’ aspirations of the change 
of the century, however, these targets are still relevant for societal change. There are tensions 
from taking power in the Constituyente Social that favour the project. The discussion of 
participating in elections, striving for governmental power, the ambitions to change the 
constitution, all imply that power can be possessed in a particular place; what's more, neglecting 
these aspirations could damage the project for societal change, since the vertical leap is 
necessary for system change.  

Apart from explicit usages of both power strategies, throughout the study we have detected 
unconscious intersections between the two. For power creation, the ideas need to be developed 
in the process; however, for the process to occur, some guidelines are needed. Then again, we 
understand previously established guidelines to determine some type of taking power ideology, 
even if the course of action aims at creating power. Consequently, a dichotomization of the two 
power perceptions may not only harm the struggle for societal change; it might also be 
misleading since they in fact interconnect continuously.  

I may at some point have interpreted the presence of tensions from both power perceptions as 
indicators of contradictions within the project. Having deepened the theoretical debate and 
exemplified it with the empirical case has shifted my interpretation towards a more 
complementary understanding. The suspicion now is that the historical circumstances have 

                                                      
65 Interview with Pablo Spataro. In CTA Capital, Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina 2008-

12-16 
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revealed the shortcomings of having each understanding of power on its own. Neither the taking 

power struggles directed towards the state, nor the creating power strategies maintaining 
horizontality, were on their own particularly successful in changing society, reason for which 
we now find projects, such as the Constituyente Social, that have a more dynamic strategy for 
change. A continuation of this study could be to follow up the process of the Constituyente 
Social in a few years and evaluate the degree of success tied to the project. No strict evaluation 
of that type can be done at this point due to the early moment of the process that this study has 
been carried out.  

As a final remark, the perception of power provides an interesting entanglement to the debate. 
On the one hand, the study has shown that power in the project of the Constituyente Social is 
perceived as the popular power of the people, power that is created to collectively provoke 
change, the so called ‘power to’. Usually, in relation to this, the understanding of power as an 
object, taken power, is discarded as a misleading understanding of power. Meanwhile, the 
interpretation of ‘the enemy’ presents another type of power – the dominating power. This 
power is an exercise of the dominating classes over the rest of society, meaning that ‘the enemy’ 
possesses the ‘power over’ otherwise neglected in the discourse of power creation. In the 
project of the Constituyente Social, with the electoral ambitions, the created, popular power 
should ultimately overthrow the dominating powers to construct socialism. If we bring it to its 
head, the ultimate objective of created power is to take power from the dominating classes.   
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8. Appendix  

8.1 List of abreviations 

AMMAR – Asociación de Mujeres Meretrices de Argentina. Labour union for sexual workers 
that functions within the CTA. 

ANUSATE – Agrupación Nacional Unidad y Solidaridad a ATE. Association created during the 
military dictatorship of the late 70s as a response to the military seizing of the union.  

ATE – Asociación Trabajadores del Estado. Labour union for state employees. Also the largest 
labour union within the CTA.  

CGT – Confederacion General de los Trabajadores. Largest labour union organization in 
Argentina. Closely connected to the state and is today regarded as highly corrupt.  

CGTA – CGT de los Argentinos. A labour union organization that existes between 1968 and 
1974 in Argentina. It is famous for its revolutionary struggles, the uprising that brought about 
the Cordobazo and is often claimed to be the forerunner of CTA. 

CTA – Central de los Trabajadores de la Argentina. An alternative labour union organization, 
second largest to the CGT in Argentina. The protagonist of this study.  

OLP – Organizaciones Libres del Pueblo. Social and political organization with its roots in 
Peronism. This organization is not affiliated to the CTA but participates in the Constituyente 
Social.  

8.2 List of attended meetings  

2008-08-29 Plenario Nacional, ATE-Senasa. ATE-Nacional, Av, Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

2008-09-25 Encuentro de organizaciones sindicales y sociales de la zona de microcentro, Ejes: 

trabajo, distribución de la riqueza y libertad sindical. Auditorio del Archivo General de la 
Nación, Alem 245, Buenos Aires, Argentina 

2008-10-02 Jornada sobre Cultura, Arte y Comunicacion hacia la Constituyente Social. ATE-
Nacional, Av, Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina (recorded) 

2008-10-03 Jornada sobre Impunidad, Justicia y Derechos Humanos. CTA-Capital, 
Independencia 766, Buenos Aires, Argentina (recorded) 

2008-10-23 Jornada Internacional de la Constituyente Social. Sede Tupac-Amaru, San 
Salvador de Jujuy, Argentina 

2008-10-25 Comision 16 de la Constituyente Social. San Salvador de Jujuy, Argentina 

2008-11-17 Evaluación de la Juventud sobre La Constituyente Social. ATE-Nacional, Av, 
Belgrano 2527, Buenos Aires, Argentina (recorded) 

2008-11-25 Reunion de la Convocatoria por la Constituyente Social. Buenos Aires, Argentina 
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2008-12-01 Jornada Hacia la Constituyente Social. Junta Interna de delegados de ATE y la 
Junta de delegados de Maestranza de la Cancillería, Palacio San Martín, Arenales 761, Buenos 
Aires, Argentina 

2008-12-10 Convocatoria hacia la Marcha del 12 de Diciembre, Nazaret, Buenos Aires, 
Argentina 

2008-12-22 Plenario OLP San Martín. San Martín, Provincia de Buenos Aires, Argentina 

ATE-Senasa Capital weakly meeting of the internal committee, every Tuesday, participated in 4 
meetings. Senasa, Paseo Colón 367, Buenos Aires, Argentina  

8.3 List of interviewees 
� Carina Maloberti, Secretary of Organization, ATE-Nacional and Laura Schweid, delegate, 

ATE-Senasa. 2008-10-07 

� Pablo Kleiman, Secretary General, CTA-Capital Juventud. 2008-11-26 

� Fabio Basteiro, Secretary General, CTA-Capital. 2008-12-02 

� Jorgelina Sosa, Secretary General, AMMAR-Capital Federal and Claudia Bizuela delegate, 

AMMAR-Capital Federal. 2008-12-10 

� Maximiliano, founder of Ruca Hueney, Movimiento Chicos del Pueblo. 2008-12-13 

� Ayelen Toscan, educator at Ruca Hueney, Movimiento Chicos del Pueblo. 2008-12-13 

� Pablo Spataro, Secretary of Administration, CTA-Capital. 2008-12-16 

� Pablo Puebla, Secretary General, OLP San Martin. 2008-12-22 

� Victor de Gennaro, Secretary of Institutional Relations, CTA-National. 2008-12-26 

� José Dimasi, pensioner, former activist in the Socialist Party, now active in CTA-Capital. 

2009-01-29 
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