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THE ORGANIZATIONAL AND POLITICAL TRANSFORMATION OF A SOCIAL MOVEMENT

A STUDY CF THE 30th OF MAY MOVEIENT IN CURACAO

There is considerable variation among social movements in the degree to
which they are oxganized and integrated. Usually, however, integration and
coordination are problematic for social movements as they tend to be marked
by considevable dissensus. As Killian has noted: "Many movements are compirised
of diverse segments, each with its own structure, loosely united only by their
allegiance to the central, explicit values and by the tendancy of outsiders
to view them as parts of a single whole.“l In many cases, there is no overall
formal organization or structure which wields such diverse elements tégether.
In fact, the interaction between the various components of a social movement»
is often characterized by conflict.

There are points in the life history of some social movements, however,
when the disintegrative tendencies are cancelled out, or are temporarily
neutralized. Such periods are characterized by a growing consensus among the
various components of a movement regarding such matters as goals and tacties,
and a heightened sense of in-group consciousness. Under these circumstances,
greater coordination and integration may emerge among the diverse segments of
a movement, thus enabling it to have a profound affect upon its environment.
In this paper, we will present a case study of a movement, more specifically
the labor movement in Curacao, Netherlands Antilles, which underwent such a
transformation beginning in May, 1969, hence the designation of this trans-
formation as the '"May Movement." Prior to this period, the labor movement in
Curacac was highly fragmented, lacking the basis For sustained coordinated
action. Among other things, the dissensus within the movement involved

ideological aund political considerations. The transformation of the labor
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movement assuwed several forms, the most dramatic being a riot during which
there was loss of life and many injuries, and milliouns of dollars in property
damage. 1In the discussion to follow, we will describe and offer an explanation
for the various forms the transformation of the labor movement took beginning
in May, 1969. Also, we will more briefly consider some of the conmsequences that

the transformation of the labor movement had for its environment.z

Background: Social, Political, and Economic
Patterns and Strain in Curacao

Curacao, with a population of over 141,000, is located some 35 miles from
the coast of Venezula.3 It is the largest and most populous island of the
Netherlands Antilles, which also includes Aruba, Bonaire, St. Maarten, Saba and
St. Eustatuis. Willemstad, the capital of the Netherlands Antilles, which has
a population of over 65,000 is located in Curacao. The Netherlands Antilles is
a part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, along with Surinam, another former
Dutch colony. The central government of the Antilles, headed by a prime minister,
is considered autonomous in local matters; however, the kingdom government
handles such important matters as foreign affairs and national defense for both
the Netherlands Antilles and Surinam.4

To many Antillians, the semi-independent status of the country, which was
worked out in 19545, is a satisfactory one. Tor example, many point out that
it would be extremely costly for a country the size of the Netherlands Antilles
to handle its own foreign affairs and national defense and that such a burden
would even threaten its survival. Another argument used to support the existing
relationship between the Antilles and the Netherlands is that it gives the
former access to world trade markets that would otherwise be closed to it.
However sound such arguments seem to many, if not most, Antillians, they do
not satisfy some groups who see in the limited autonomy of the country a
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continuation of its colomial status. The call for independence has come from
such groups, particularly in recent times when nationalistic anti-colonial
movements have emerged throughout the world, and when independent movements have
even been successful in other areas of the Caribbean, for example, in Jamaica
and Trinidad., This pressure for change in the political status of the Antilles
xerted by some groups in the society was one of the underlying strains which
led to the May Movement.

Cultural, racial, and economic strains also w2z the Netherlanda Antilles,
and these too had an influence on the mobilization and transformation of labox
during the May Movement. Some elements, for example, saw continued cultural
as well as political domination by the Dutch in the Xingdom govermment arrangement,
To them, this meant that Antillians would continue to measure themselves by
Dutch values and be destined to perceive themselves as failures, rather than
developing and accepting an Antillian culture and identity which would lead to
self respect, thus destroying the legacy of slavery and years of colonialism in
the islands. Some Antillians, for example, resented the fact that Dutch was
the official language of instruction in schools rather than Papiamento, the
native language, and that many Dutchmen while living in the Antilles never
attempted to learn Papiamento.

Turning to rvacial and economic strain, even though legal forms of discrim-
ination have been removed in the Antilles, non-whites, who make up the bulk of
the population, have been underrepresented in the skilled trades and professions.
Thus most unskilled wovhers, the poor, and members of trade unions in Curacao
have in common the fact that they are black. Furthermore, the disadvantages of
the non-white population has been exacerbated by unfavorable changes in the
economic situation in Curacao. Like many other areas of the Caribbean, Curacao
is experiencing a sevrious decline in the need for unskilled workers due to the
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increasing mechanization of its industry, while at the same time its populatiom

B . co 6
has been rapidly increasing.

In this century, the economic life of Curacao
has been dominated by the Royal Dutch Shell Company which operates a huge oil
refinery on the island. As a result of automation, the company had reduced
the number of its employees from a peak of 11,000 in 1952 to about 4,500 in 1969.
In an effort to attract new investors to the islands who could create new jobs,
the central govermment has pursued a policy of wage stabilizatione7 However,
some groups have been highly critical of this effort, interpreting it as a
means of furthering the interests of Dutch and other capitalists, to whom high
government officials were said to be closely allied for reasons of class and
race, rather than as an attempt to help unemployed workers who are mostly non-
white. To further exacerbate matters, tourism has been one of the major
industries the government has attempted to develop. And some labor leaders
have attempted to mobilize workers by calling to their attemtion diffevences
between their own standard of living as the result of low wages and that of
the increasingly visible and free~spending tourists who are mainly from the
United States.

These, then, were some of the underlying strains in Curacao and the
Netherlands Antilles prior to the emergence of the May Movement in 1969. We
turn now to a consideration of some of the main features of the labor movement

in Curacao just prior to its transformation.

The Labor Movement: Fragmentation and Dissensus

The labor movement in Curacao has a history of fragmentation and
unevenness. On the island there are large unions with well trained leaders,
but also many small ones with leaders who have received little formal training
in union management. Turthermore, although unions within the same confederations
have generally cooperated with one another, the over-all pattern has been one of
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disunity, competition, and conflict. This pattern stems fvom a number of

factors, the foremost being ideological differences based in part on international
affiliations and identification; differing political allegiances and styles;

aand personal antagonisms between various union leaders.

As would be expected given its former coloniagl status, labor oxganization
in Holland served as the model for the labor movement in the Antilles. 1In
Holland, there are three basic groups of trade unions: Protestant, Catholic,
and Free or Socialist. Roughly corresponding types can be found in the Antilles
and are referred to as Independent, Catholic and Free unions. The three groups
of unions in Holland often work with their counterparis in the Antilles, providing
them with financial aid and advice. Prior to the Mzy Movement, there was
considerabla conflict between the three groups of unions in Curacao based in
part on these varying international affiliations.

Of the three types of labor unions in Curacao, the Free unions had the
larzest membership, and were the best organized and most influential. Several
Free unions formed the largest confederation in Curacao, the General Conference
of Trade Unions {A.V.V.C.), which had a membership of around 12,000. One of the
major unions affiliated with the A,V.V,C. was the Petroleum Workers Federation
of Cuvacao (P.W.F.C.) founded in 1935 by petroleum workers at Royal Dutch Shell
out of concern for the increasing automation at the company. Because of its
location at Shell, the heart of industry in Curacao, the P.W.F.C. has played
a major role in the labor movement. The labor agreements it has made with
Shell, for examnle, have often become the standard used by other unions in their
negotiations with management. Prior to the May Movement, relations with Shell
were considered good by the leaders of the P.W.F.C. As was generally true of
other A.V,V.C. affiliated unions, the leaders of the petroleum union took a
sradualistic approach to negotiations and rvelations with management, and for this
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they were often criticized by the more radical unions and even sometimes by
their own raak-and-file. The leaders of the petxoleum union, as well as the
leaders in other A.V.V.C. linked unions, were alsc criticized by radical union
leaders for being generally sympathetic to the Democratic Party, the party in
power in the central government. The man who held the position of prime
minister at the time of the May Movement had assisted in the formation of the
petroleum union. Thus, the more radical unions saw the petroleum union and
its fellow unions in the A.V.V.C, as part of the opposition and allied with
what they referred to as colonial forces. However, in spite of this criticism,
unlike trade unions in many developing societies, the Free unions in Curacao
did not directly involve themselves in politics or engage in "political
uniom’.sm."8 Indeed, most trade unions in Curacao followed the pattern of the
Free unions by not becoming divectly involved in political activity.

The Curacao Federation of Workers (C.F.W.) is another Free union which
bears mentioning at this point. It is a general union representing workers
from a wide variety of businesses and industries inm Curacao. Included in its
membership are construction workers emploved by the Werkspoor Caribbean Company,
known locally as WESCAR, one of several companies under contract to do work for
the Shell Company. It was a labor dispute between the C.F.W. and WESCAR which
led to the crisis that precipitated the May Movement.

In contrast to the tendency of most groups in the labor movement in Curacao
to be moderate aund non-political, as best exemplified by the Free unions we
have mentioned, was a smaller number of groups with radical leaders. Such
groups differed from the more moderate unious in that they: (1) had different
international affiliations and/or allegiances, (2) had more militant and
aggressive styles, and (3) saw the economic goals of the labor movement

inexorably bound to political actiom.



Some of the more radical unions in Curacao were in the Catholic or Christian
trade movement. The Curacao Christian Confederation of Trade Unions (C.C.V.)
was the Catholic trade unions' equivalent to the Free trade union movement's
A.V.V.C. The C.C.V. was affiliated with the Latin American Confederation of
Christian Trade Unionists (C.L.A.S.C.) movement, a radical Latin American labor
movement.® Indicative of its political role, the C.C.V., under the direction
of the C.L.A.S.C. movement, has attempted to provide finanecial assistance for
guerrillas working for the overthrow of the government in Haiti. Such direct
political activity by the C.C.V. created a great deal of concern among the more
moderate unions in Curacao who felt that the labor movement should focus
exclusively on economic activity and not directly enter the political sphere.

Another important radical union was the General Dock Workers Union (A.H.U.),
an Independent union. The leadership of this union espoused a revciutionary
ideology and opposed the existing govermment and leading industrial groups on
the grounds that they represented the colonial interests of Holland, and that
they erected barriers against the full participation of blacks in the economic
and political life of the Antilles. The leaders of the dock workers union were
often given to flamboyant speech making, and wore the Kkhaki dress associated
with Cuban revolutionaries. Because of their personal styles, the leaders of the
dock workers had a large following among laborers, even though the actual
membership of their union was small.

Also involved in the labor movement in Curacao was a group of voung radical
intellectuals and school teachers who upon returning to the island after
receiving university training in Hollaund called for sweeping social, economic,
and pclitical changes. The young radicals formed the Vito movement, named after
their labor-oriented newspaper. This group exhorited workers to seek political
and cultural changes in the society as well as economic goals. Like the leaders
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of the dock workers union, the recognized leader of the Vito movement and
publisher of its vadical paper, an ex-teacher, was a prominent charismatic
figure in the labor movement.

Finally, personal antagonisms between leaders in the various unions
furthered the fragmentation within the labor movement. TFor example, some labor
leaders were in competition to organize the same industry and such competition
often took on the character of personal feuds. And because of its small aize,
it way have been more difficult to minimize personal hostilities in Curacao
through such normally effective techniques as avoidance.

In summary, prior to the May Movement, the labor movement in Curacao was
highly fragmented and largely non-political, except for a small number of
radical groups. However, part of the basis for move unified action existed
in the strain many workers commonly felt, yet traditionally did not articulate,
and the presence of charismatic figures in the dock workers union and Vito

movement around whom workers could coalesce for political action.

The May Movement

The transformation of the labor movement was triggered by a labor crisis
in May, 1969. This transformation involved increasing solidarity and consensus
within the lLabor movement,lO and increasing politicization. Factors both
internal and external to the labor movement were responsible for these changes.
During its transformation period, which we have labeled the May Movement, the
labor movement went through four phases or sub=~movements: an economic strike
sub-movement, a proto~political sub-movement, a political strxike sub~movement,
and finally a political party sub-movement. The May Movement began with a very
definite economic focus and gradually evolved into a mechanism for political
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as well as economic change. We will begin our discussion of the May Movement
by considering its fiwvst phase, i.e., the economic strike sub-movement, and
then proceed to discuss the more political phases in the ovder of their

appearance.

Emergence of the May lMovement
Economic Consensus

The dramatic change in the labor movement in Curacao began duving a period
of labor unrest throughout the Antilles in May, 1969. The first phase of this
change involved an unusual show of solidarity by several unions in support of
another union that went on strike for specific and limited economic objectives,
and for this reason we have labeled this phase of the May Movement as the
economic strike sub-movement. During this initial phase, labor leaders mobilized
workers around "bread and butter" issues. Since most unions in Curacao did not
traditionally become directly involved in politics and the fragmentation within
the labor movement was due in part to the presence of groups and leaders with
competing political styles and orientations, it seems highly unlikely that the
May Movement could have initially exystallized around a political rather than
an economic issue. On the other hand, a common position held even among the
fragmented labor groups was that workers deserved higher wages. This common
denominator, in contrast to the disagreement over the role of politics in
reaching the goals of the labor movement, facilitated the emergence of the

consensus among labor groups that support was due a gister union striking for

higher wages.

Feconomic strike sub=-movement

The labor dispute which eventually led to the mobilization of much of the
labor movement involved the Curacao Federation of Labor {C.F.¥.) and WESCAR,
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a contractor for the Shell Company. The dispute centered around two key issues.
At WESCAR, non-Antillian workers-- such as those from other Caribbean islands
and the Netherlands-~- were paid more than Antillian workers as compensation for
working outside their own countries. Also, WESCAR employees received less pay
‘than those at Shell for doing the same work. Thus, the dispute between WESCAR
and the C.F.W. included demands by the union that Antillian employees doing the
same work receive pay equal to non-Antillians, and that WESCAR employees engaged
in the same work as those at Shell also receive equal pay.

On May 6, 1969, some 400 WESCAR employees went on strike. This strike
ended on May & with the two parties agreeing to negotiate for a new labor contracé
with the assistance of a government mediator. During the brief strike, Antillian
workers were joined by non-Antillian workers at WESCAR. Also, the C.F.W. received
verbal and written support and encouragement from other unions in Curacao. Such
expressions were forerunners of the increased solidarity to come. The
negotiations between the C.F.¥W. and WESCAR, which lasted for nearly three weeks,
ended without a new agreement being concluded, and on May 27, the C.F.W. went
on strike a second time.

On May 23, during the lunch hour, a number of Shell employees and employees
of other companies under contract with Shell demomstrated at Post V, the main
gate of the Shell refinery, in support of the WESCAR strike. The next morning,
May 29, about 000 persons working for contractors at Shell sites went on a
peaceful sympathy strike at Post V. On the same day, the C.F.W. received notice
from the board of WESCAR that it considered the strike illegal and that all
employees had to start back to work the next day or be discharged. That after-
noon about 30 or 40 strikers, including several union leaders, marched to Fort
Amsterdam, the seat of the Antillian govermment. There they held a demonstration
and their spokesmen were heard by a mediator from the Social and Economic Affairs
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Department. One of the concerns of the strikers was that the govermment itself
was interested in keeping wages low in order to attract foreign investors. Such
issues were to become more salient in the political sub-movement phases of the
May Movement.

At 7:30 p.m. on May 29, a meeting was held by the Petroleum Workers
Federation of Curacao (P.W.F.C.) at Casa Sindical, the headquarters and meeting
place for several of the Free labor unions. Also in attendance at this meeting
were strikers from WESCAR. The meeting was called to determine the position the
P.W.F.C. would assume in the labor crisis. The P.W.F.C. had never in the past
made common cause with the employees of companies doing work under contract for
Shell which the C.F.W. represented. However, the position that the P.W.F.C.
took in the labor dispute would be crucial in that it was the largest union in
the oil industry in Curacao, and its labor contract with Shell, which made its
members the highest paid workers in the industry, served as the basis for the
expectations of the strikers.

The leaders of the P.W.F.C. came under considerable pressure to show their
solidarity with the growing strike movement by calling a strike of Shell. This
pressure emanated from several sources. First, by the time of this meeting
several other groups of workers had united behind the strikers either by going
out on strike themselves or by giving support to them in public anncuncements
and in statements issued to government officials. For example, the latter was
done by the large General Conference of Trade Unions (A.V.V.C.) to which the
P.W.F.C. was affiliated. Also, the radical segment of labor exerted pressure
unpon the P.W.F.C. to show solidarity with the strikers. Finally, there was
strong sentiment among the rank-and~file of the P.W.F.C. to support the other
strikers by going out on strike against Shell. This sympathy of the rank-and-
file for the cause of the C.F.W. strikers can be traced in part to the efforts
of radicals who went among the workers during the crisis calling for uﬁited
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action against their common foe, the business community. Given these pressures,
the leaders of the P.W.F.C. “elt that they had no choice but to call for a
strike. They believed that to do otherwise would cost them the control of the
union. Significantly then, the moderate leaders of the all important petroleum
workers union who generally preferred negotiation and accommodation to more
militant tactics were effectively neutralized at least in part by the actions
of more radical labor leaders. Thus at the meeting, it was decided to call a
24<hour sympathy strike of all Shell employees. The decision to strike was
made at about 3:30 p.m. and was to take effect at 11:30 that same evening.
After the meeting, a large portion of the gathering, estimated to be around
1,000, left by cars for the various gates of the Shell refinery to inform
workers who would be reporting to work on late shifts about the union's
decision to strike. Many of the workers on the job at Shell left immediately
upon hearing the decision to strike. 5hell began to call in supervisory
personnel to take over operations and some of them were havassed by strikers

at the gates.

While a portion of the gathering from the union meeting had gone to the
Shell gates, the number of persons remaining in front of the union hall grew
again and the crowd started harassing passers by and stopping cars. Particular
attention seemed to be given to cars which contained or were suspected of
containing "European Dutchmen" (i.e., Dutchmen who had recently come from
Holland in contrast to pewvsons of Dutch ancestry born in the Antilles).

Around midnight, about 1,000 men were gathewed at Post V. There
harassment of supervisory Shell personmel occurved, especially Furopean
Dutchmen, and some temporary road barriers were destroyed. The crowd, however,
bezan to dissolve about 2:30 a.m. and the rest of the night was relatively quiet.
Yet the conflict that occurred at the entrance to the Shell refinery, and that
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which had occurred earlier in front of the union headquarters, were forerunners
of things to come in the second phase of the May Movement.

The first phase of the May Movement, then, involved primarily strike
activity on the part of workers directed at economic conditions., Other kinds
of strains were also reflected in the early actions of some of the workers,
however. For example, racial and political discontent was expressed by the
occasional harassment of whites identified as European Dutchmen, and claims made
that the government might be directly responsible for the crisis by pursuing
the policy of encouraging industry to keep salaries low. Nevertheless, for
most of the workers the expression of political or racial discontent did not
ocecur until sometime later.

Elaboration of the May Movement:
Politicization

On the morning of May 30, more unions announced that they had gone on
strike in support of the C.F.W. Starting around 7:00 a.m. the number of strikers
and other persons at Post grew rapidly, and by 7:30 it was estimated that
between three and four thousand men had gathered there. Union leaders began
making speeches to the gathering, The head of the C.F.W. appealed to the
strikers to keep politics out of the protest. However, the head of the vadical
dock workers union, a man known as Papa Godett who was a popular figure among
workers in Quracao, began moving the issue in the direction of politics by
criticizing the actions of the government during the crisis and calling for
the strikers to march to Fort Amsterdam to overthrow it. Later, he was quoted
as having said, "If we don't succeed without force, then we have to use force.
I will lead, but if I get killed, then I want the struggle to continue.... But
I will lead and I want you to follow me. The people is the government. The

present government is no good and we will replace it.,711



Up until the point when Papa Codett sounded the keynote for political
action, the May Movement had essentially an economic orientation. At least
this was the orientation preferred by the more moderate leaders in such uniomns
as the C.F.W. and the P.W.F.C. However, certain variables, both background
and immediate, converged making the politicization of the movement highly
probable. The first has to do with the nature of the social structure of
underdeveloped societies like Curacao. Since economic development is so
important as well as precarious in underdeveloped societies, the government
rather than business often establishes policies of direct concern to labor
unions such as wages, hours, and employment practices. As a result, in many
underdeveloped societies labor unions have to divectly enter the political arena,
i.e., engage in political unionism, if they are to make changes in their
economic situation, Sufrin has noted for example, "In well developed economies,
trade unions adjust and adapt to industrial and governmmental organization. The
same is true for developing societies, but the more significant type of
adjustment and adaptation in the latter is to government because it is the more
significant institution from the wviewpoint of the interests of the trade
unions."t2 The Antillian government had assumed a role that was somewhat
typical in a developing society. For example, it pursued a policry of encouraging
industries to stabilize wages in order to attract new investors. In such a
context, when economic institutions or arrangemenis are not clearly diffevenw-
riated from political ones, economic issues become political ones as well, and
an initial economic social movement may evelve into a political movement. Thus
Curacao was structurally conducive to the emergence of political as well as
economic protest activity by labor unions.13r The presence of leaders who could
articulate political aspivations for the lgbor movement and had broad appeal
among workers also facilitated the shift of the May protest from a primarvily
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economic to a political cﬁaractex, For example, prior to the labor crisis,
radical leaders like Papa Godett and the head o7 the Vito movement had
established themselves among workers in Curacao as important leaders who were
prepared to lead them into political action. Yet the two variables mentioned
thus far were only necessary and not sufficient conditions in the politicization
of the May Movement because they were present in the society for a long time
without generating significant political action on the part of labor. The
final ingredient in the equation that led to the politicization of labor
appears to have been its initial economic mobilization which brought together
large numbers of workers. Once mobilized, the labor movement began to perceive
a political role for itself that was generally unrecognized prior to the crisis.
As long as labor was composed of isolated and competing factions, even with the
existence of the background variables mentioned above, it did not engage in
direct political activity. Howevei, as a result of the sense of solidarity

and power felt once they were mobilized at the beginning of the May Movement,
the workers were encouraged to engage in collective political activity. This
activity was fairly unstructured initially, but assumed a more organized
character later. And as was the case in its confrontation with the business
groups, the polarization between the labor movement and political authorities
furthered the growth of solidarity within the former.

Finally, once the political protest activity of the May Movement was
started, it was furthered at certain points by the actions of external groups.
For example, in some cases this involved receiving support from similarly
dissatisfied groups, and in others this entailed the nature of the response of
social control authorities. We will now turn to a discussion of those phases

of the May Movement whose objectives became increasingly political in nature.
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Proto=political sub-movement

The strike began to assume political significance as Papa Godett and other
labor leaders called for a march on the government at Fort Amsterdam some miles
aviay in downtown Willemstad. The gathering had grown to about 5,000 as it moved
out toward the center of Willemstad led by Papa Godett and several other labor
leaders in a jeep. However, the political objective of forcing the government to
resign was never to be achieved by this particular group as it was later to break-
up and engage in generally uncoordinated protest characteristic of proto=political
social movements, i.e., movements that rvepresent an early or initial form of
political action. '

Proto-political movements, or what some scholavs have veferred to as anomic
movements,14 occur among groups in a society that feels that the more traditiomal
means for bringing about change are either closed to them or are no longer
effective.ls Segments of the labor movement in Curacao were dissatisfied with
the response of the government to the plight of workers and were also discouraged
by the prospects for changing the government's approach to the problem. It was
within this context that the proto-political sub~movement phase of the May protest
emerged.

As the crowd moved toward downtown Willemstad ostensibly to register its
protest with the government, cars were pushed aside and turned over. Stores
were looted and a large quantity of liquor was taken and consumed by some of the
marchers along the way. Many youths also joined the mavch. It appears that the
inability of the under-manned police to enforce its authority facilitated the
escalation of the violence.'® The first attempt to stop the march failed as the
small number of police involved were soon surrounded and attempts were made to
run them down with some of the cars in the march. The police made a second stand
with about sixty men. The officer in charge talked to the labor leaders who were

lGm



leading the mavch. About this time, one of them, Papa Godet:, was shot in the
back when according to some observers he was attempting to talk to the crowd.

The police reported that they were being heavily stoned and threatened by the
marchers at the time. The confrontation escalated. A car was over~turned and
burned and one of two fire engines that had been sent to support the police was
set afire and pushed in the direction of the police lines. The man at the
steering wheel, later identified as an employee of WESCAR, was shot and killed.
The pitched battle continued; the police suffered injuries from thrown rocks and
three police cars and another firetruck were damaged. A Red Cross ambulance sent
into the area was also stoned.

When the union leader was shot, he was rtaken immediately to the hospital by
the other union leaders who had been with him. Some of the marchers also
followed to the hospital. During the next several hours, there were a number of
rumors that he was dead. Because of the nature of his injury, he had to spend
several hours in the operating room. Afterwards, several of the union leaders
were allowed to see him to give them assurance that he was alive. With the
shooting of the labor leader, and the absence of most of the other leaders who
had accompanied him to the hospital, the bulk of the crowd of marchers quickly
moved into the business district on what is locally referred to as the Punda
side of the picturesque St. Anna's Bay which divides downtown Willemstad. The
rioters broke up into smaller crowds moving down the narrow streets where retail
stores were located breaking windows and looting. Some of them moved across the
famous pontoon bridge which spans the bay to the other side, Otrabanda, where
they looted shops. About noon, the first fire was set on the Otrabanda and the

£

ire soon spread to other buildings in the area. Back on the Punda side of the

bay a number of fires were set in stores which had been looted.
Security forces weve bolstered in the downtown area and a curfew was

enforced Friday night. The curfew stayed in effect over the weekend and the
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exhagsted local security forces of police, marines, and militia were
supblemented on Sunda§; June 1 by 300 Dutch Marines flown from the Netherlands.
When the rioting ended, two persons had been killed, 79 reported injured,
including 57 police officers, and the total dollar damage was in the multi~-
million dollar range.

At 4:30 p.m. on May 30, the head of the C.F.W. anncuunced by radio that the
union had reached a one year agreement with WESCAR and that the principle of
equal wages for equal work on Shell sites had been accepted. He also announced
that the strike at Shell by the P.W.F.C. was ended. Thus the agreement with
WESCAR meant that the initial economic goal of the May Movement had been achieved.
However, this did not mean that the end of the movement had been reached because
the second phase, i.e., the proto-political sub-movement, had signaled political
as well as economic discontent on the part of the workers in Curacao.

S8uch outbursts as the one that occurred in Curacao can be viewed as a
primitive or rudimentary form of political activity. By themselves, because the
demands they articulate are vague and concerted action limited, they do not
directly achieve long~range goals. However, unplanned outbursts may evolve into
more organized protest thus developing the capacity for recalling a government
and making other changes.17 Thus in Curacao several unions recognizing the
political significance and potential of the outburst formed a coalition to state
in specific terms that which was expressed in vague terms by the rioters, i.e.,
the need for political change. At this point, the May Movement entered a third
phase -- a political strike sub-mcvement phase.

Political strike sub-movement

During the height of the outburst on May 30, unsuccessful attempts were made
by some moderate labor leaders who had not been in the march to arrange a meeting
with the governmment to discuss the growing crisis. Finally, a meeting was held
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by labor leaders from several of the unions in Curacao, both moderate and
radical, during which it was decided to send an ultimatum to the government
calling for its resignation and new elections, otherwise a general strike would
be declared.}® This ultimatum was signed by the union leaders and sent by
messenger to the government around 8:00 p.m. About 9:00 p.m. the unions'
ultimatum was also delivered over the radio by the head of the C.F.¥W. and the
secretary-general of the dock workers union. This later resulted in the latter's
arrest, but pressure from the unions led to his subsequent release, In
accounting for their unprecendented actions, the unions declared that they were
convinced that the government's social and economic policies had failed and that
the rights of the workers had not advanced along with the development of the
country. As a result, they reasoned, the workers had become frustrated and this
frustration resulted in the outburat. Thus the new consensus among the labor
unions was that significant change could occur only through political action,
This emerging ideology clearly marked a break from the traditional stance taken
by most trade unions in Curacao.

At 2:00 p.m. on May 31, the unioun held another meeting and this time
representatives from several unions from Aruba, the second most populous island
in the Antilles, were in- attendance. Also present were representatives from the
chamber of commerce. The latter were invited to the meeting to essentially
serve as the channel of communication between the unions and the government. The
utilization of such a go-between further demonstrated the isolation the unions
felt from the government.

At this important meeting, the Arbuan unions indicated their support of the
call for the governmment's resignation that had been made the day before, Then
a joint statement was issued by the two groups of unions declaring that a general
strike would be called in both Curacaoc and Aruba if the government did not agree
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to step down within 48 hours. Thus with this joint action, the boundaries of
the May Movement were extended beyoud Curacac and at the same time its power
was enhanced. Finally, the union leaders explained to the chamber of commerce
representatives why a general strike was going to be called so that they could
relay the mood and position of the unions to government officials. The chamber
of commerce representatives agreed to talk to the govermment to determine if it
would resign as demanded by the coalition of unions or mzke other concessions
that might end the crisis.

On June 1, the unions again met with the chamber of commerce representatives
which brought the government's reply that it was willing to talk only after there
was complete order in Curacao, and before that it would do nothing. The next
action taken by the union coalition was to request that they be allowed to come
before parliament which was to meet the following day, June 2. That night the
unions received woxd from the president of parliament that their request was
approved and so they decided to postpone the general strike until they saw what
the consequences of their meeting with parliament would be. The next day the
unions met with parliament and reiterated their lack of confidence in the govern=-
ment and again called for its resignation. On the following day, June 3, parlia-
ment voted to dissolve the government and to set new elections for September 5,
1970. Thereafter the prime minister resigned and an interim government was set
up with a2 new prime minister to carry out routine governmental activities and to
arrange for the September elections. Thus there was no need for the unions to
put into effect the general strike plans they had drawn up during their several
days of meetings which included the disruption of such essentials of electricity
and water services. |

In sum, the political or general strike sub-movement, which grew out of the
proto-political sub-movement phase of the May Movement, marked the first time in



the Antilles that a coalition had been formed by the various segments of labor
who were more accustomed to conflict and competition than cooperation. In the
political strike phase, the unions organized the protest of the rioters and
articulated it in specific political terms which led to the recall of the govern-
ment. However, this third phase of the May Movement was to give way to another
one, the political party sub-movement.

Political party sub-movement

Even more structure and conscious emphasis upon long-range political goals
developed in the May Movement when it served as the basis for the formation of a
new labor party. With the formation of the party, a political ideology had to be
formulated, candidates selected, and a campaign organized. As has often been
true in other developing societies, those persons whose experiences had provided
them with considerable political concern joined in the effort to make the May
Movement a truly organized political form. This included radical union leaders
as well as intellectuals in the Vito movement who had returned to Curacao after
studying in Dutch universities. As Oppenheimer has noted, the latter have
historically played leading roles in the transformation of movements f£rom

proto-political to organized political enterprises such as independence
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movements.

The new political party, called the May 30th Labor and Liberation Front, was
formed in June. TForming the cadre of this political party were three men who
had played key roles in earlier phases of the May Movement: Papa Godett and
Amador Wita of the dock workers union, and Stanley Brown, publisher of the
radical Vito papevr. These men had a large following among the laborers in
Curacao before the May Movement, and their actions during it only served to
enhance their appeal. All three men had been arrested as a result of their

activity during the crisis, and Brown, who was sentenced to jail for a term of
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several months on a charge of agitation, was in confinement during the party's
election campaign. In addition to being arrested like the other two leaders,
Godett was wounded duving the outburst on May 30. These three men had high
visibility, then, and became symbols of the May protest.

Godett, Nita and Brown headed the list of candidates offered by the
Liberation Front for the special September 5 elections. The campaign message of
the new party was similar to the one that had been stated in vague terms by the
rioters. It was anti- Dutch, emphasized the need for black pride and a positive
Antillian identity, and called for the establishment of a government which would
be respomnsive to the needs of the laboring class rather than to what was referred
to as a business and colonial elite. Finally, it called on the workers to turn
away from the established parties and join in the effort to develop a mass~-based
labor party.

Due in part to the influence of Brown, the Liberation Front received the
backing of many radical teachers and intellecutals. Some made speeches in behalf
of the party during the campaign and made financial contributions. Support also
came from a digsident group that had broken away from the third largest party in
Curacao, the Union Reformista Antillano, because it was felt that the party
was pursuing poiicies that were too moderate. Finally, efforts were made to
organize support for the Libexation Front by some persons not because they
favored its political program but because they saw an opportunity to end the
fifteen year reign of the Democratic Party and thereby create a fluid politiecal
situation which they might later be able to use for their own advantage. Such

external support re-inforced the continued movement of the May protest in a

political direction.
For a new party, the Liberation Front achieved unprecedented success when

the elections were held nn September 5. It won 3 out of 22 seats in parliament.
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Godett, Nita and Brown occupied these seats and continued to serve as visible
symbols of the May Movement by their unorthodox styles and rhetoric. It also
turned out that the cooperation of the new party was needed to form a new
coalition government and as a result the Liberation Front was given two
ministerial posts.

The formation of the political party was an attempt to routinize the
consensus which emerged among the ranks of labor during the crisis that signifi-
cant change could be realized only to the extent that it directly entered the
political arena. Over~all, this development follows the pattern of most
developing nations, with the possible exception that in Curacao it occurred in a
very short time span.

Conclusion

We have described and explained the transformation of the labor movement
in Curacao during the period we have labeled the May Movement. In this final
section, we will discuss some of the more general implications of cur findings.
That is, we will indicate some of the positions, concepts, and propositions in
the field of social movements and collective behavior this case study illustrates

OY supporis.

Internal and External Variables

First, this study underscores the necessity for considering both endogenous
and exgenous variables in attempting to account for social movemement change
and transformation. An incomplete picture, at best, would have been 6btained of
how and why the labor movement in Curacao was transformed had the focus of this
study been on the movement's internal character and processes at the exclusion
of its structural setting, and vice-versa. As others have suggested, then, we
have found in this study that conditions both internal and external to a social
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movemeut determine the nature of its development and transformation.20
Internal Conflict

It was noted at the beginning of this paper that the labor movement in
Curacao had for a long period been characterized by fragmentation and intermal
conflict. There is a tendency to define such conflict as maladaptive for a
social movement. However, our study supports the position taken by Gerlach and
Hines that conflict in a movement is often adaptive. They note, for example:

When the success of movements is reported as having occurred "because of"

rather than "in spite of" organizational fission and lack of cohesion, we

have come to understand the nature of movement dynamics ruch more clearly.

Organizational unity is functional in a steady-state social institution

designed to maintain social stability and the status quo. Segmentation and

"internecine dogfighting" are functional in a social institution designed

for rapid growth and the implementation of social change.

The labor movement in Curacao was jolted from its position of accomodation with
long=established political realities in the éociety and transfSEmed into an
instrument for social change in part because of the presence of competing
groups. Had it not been for the presence of the more radical labor leadevrs, the
moderate labor leaders might have been able to guide the labor movement through
the crisis without significant change occurring within the movement itself, as
well as the larger society. The moderate leaders of the important P.W.F.C. were
goaded into a more militant course of action, i.e., into supporting the strike
during the early phase of the May Movement, by the radical leaders. Fuzrther,
the P.W,7.C. leaders supported the May Movement out of concern for losing the
control of their union to the more radical leaders since many of their members
were clamoring for action. Our findings on this matter provide support for
Zald and Ash's proposition that: "Goal and tactic transformation of a MO

[ movement organization / is directly tied to the ebb and flow of sentiments

within a social movement. The interworganizational competition for support leads
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to a transformation of goals and tactics.'?Z The May Movement was the first time
that the P.W.F.C. had engaged in militant strike activity with other unions in
Curacao. This marked a clear shift in tactics for the organization, Finally,
the presence of the radical leaders in the iabor movement was directly related

to the eventual political orientation that the May Movement took. Had it not
been for these leaders, labor's innovative political role might never have
materialized. The internal conflict within the labor movement, then, was in part
responsible for its large-scale mobilization for action during the May Movement

and transformation into an important political instrument.
Structural Setting

There is a broader issue of concern to students interested in the
development and transformation of social movements other than whether their
goals are economic, political, or otherwise. This is the question of what
determines the degree of change they seek. Smelser, for example, distinguishes
between norm-oriented and value-oriented movements, Norm-oriented movements are
those which call for only normative or reformative changes in a society, while
value-oriented movements ave those which demand more sweeping or revolutionary
changes involving the very values of a society.23 And according to Smelser,
particular structural settings facilitate the formation of either norm-oriented
or value-oriented movements.

Despite the use of the term "revolution' by many of the participants in the
May protest in Curacao, it was never transformed into a revolutionary movement.
It began as and retained the character of a norm-oriented movement. This can be
in part attributed to the nature of the social setting in which the May protest
emerged, or more specifically to aspects of the social control situation. Thus
our findings support Smelser's general proposition that the operation of social
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control is a major determinant of the form a social movement will assume.
Smelser suggests that two social control factors facilitate the development of
a norm-oriented movement and help it to retain this character during its
existence: (1) a high degree of institutional d:i.fferenl::i.:s,tion,2"1-L and (2)
general encouragement of norm-oriented activities by political authorities and

the opening of channels for the expression of grievances and achievement of

normative changes.25 Regarding the first point, Smelser suggests that in the

absence of a high degree of institutional differentiation there is a tendency for
demands initially made by a movement for limited and normative changes to

generalize iunto demands for broader and more xevolutionary kinds of changes. He

notes, for example:

In a society with a fusion between religious and political authority ==
many medieval societies could serve as examples =-- protest against
specific normative arrangements inevitably tend to generalize into
heresies. Under such conditions the mechanisms for insulating specif§f
A . . 6
demands from challenges to legitimacy itself are not highly developed.
iIn Curacaoc, there appeared to have been less differentiation between the
political and economic spheres than in more developed societies. This
structural feature was one of the reasons why the May protest broadened to
include political as well as economic demands. However, perhaps from the
standpoint of social control, a more important form of institutional differen-
tiation did exist in Curacao which appears to have been involved in preventing
the May Movement from becoming a value~oriented movement. That is, in Curacao,
there was a clear separation between the government in power and the system of
government. Thus, in order to change the former, which constituted normative
change, the latter did not have to be changed or threateuned, which would have
constituted radical change. When the coalition of unions went before parliament

and demanded that the government resign, they were attacking the policies of the
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government in power rather than the legitimacy of the system of government itself,
That government officials also saw and accepted this distinction was indicated

by the fact that they resigned. Thus this differentiation prevented the need

for labor to seek a modification in the basis for the legitimacy of the political
system itself in order to change the government's economic policies.

Finally, Smelser's proposition that the opening of channels for the
expression of grievances and the achievement of normative change will encourage
a norm~oriented wmovement to remain as such is also gsupported by the findings of
this study. For example, after the government in Curacao was toppled and a
special election was set for September 5, the interim government permitted the
formation of the May 30th Labor and Liberation Front and recognized it as a
legitimate political party. This was the case in spite of the role the
founders of the new party had played during the crisis and the charges that
had been brought against them. The response by the government had the affect of
providing the radical 1leaders the opportunity to use more traditional or
legitimate means for bringing about desired change in the society. Thus the
protestors were not forced to work outside the established system or underground
in a revolutionary or insurrectionary movement. Indeed, some of the supporters
of the new party wanted to work outside the government. However, those who
preferred working within the system won out because the party was given the
opportunity to do so by the government. TFurthermore, after the September
elections, the new government became more open to contacts with labor leaders
in an effort to reduce the latter's sense of isolation and powerlessness. As
Smelser suggests would be the case, such responses by political authorities

facilitated the non~revolutionary character of the May Movement.
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