O
B A PARADIGM
B* 1l wanosook

HANDBOOK

ON WORID
SociAL FOrRuM

ACTIVISM

EDITED BY

Jackie Smith
Scott Byrd

Ellen Reese
Elizabeth Smythe




HANDBOOK ON

WorRrLD SociaL FORuUM
ACTIVISM

Edited by

Jackie Smith, Scott Byrd,
Ellen Reese, and Elizabeth Smythe

Paradigm Publishers

Boulder ¢ London



=

We dedicate this volume to the many thousands of activists in communities
across the globe working tirelessly to show that a more just and equitable world is
indeed possible. You motivate and inspire our work and have taught us so much.

=

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be transmitted or reproduced in any
media or form, including electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or informational
storage and retrieval systems, without the express written consent of the publisher.

Copyright © 2012 Paradigm Publishers

Published in the United States by Paradigm Publishers, 2845 Wilderness Place, Boulder,
CO 80301 USA.

Paradigm Publishers is the trade name of Birkenkamp & Company, LLC,
Dean Birkenkamp, President and Publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Handbook on World Social Forum activism / edited by Jackie Smith ... [et al.].
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-61205-394-3 (Ebook) 1. World Social Forum. 2. Social movements—
International cooperation. 3. Anti-globalization movement--International cooperation.
4. Democracy. 5. Social networks. 1. Smith, Jackie, 1968~

HN18.3.H34 2012

303.48'409—dc23

2011024732

Printed and bound in the United States of America on acid-free paper that meets the
standards of the American National Standard for Permanence of Paper for Printed Library
Materials.

Designed and Typeset by Straight Creek Bookmakers.

1615141312 12345



=

CONTENTS

List of Tables and Figures
List of Acronyms

Preface and Acknowledgments
Foreword

Introduction: Learning from the World Social Forums
Jackie Smith, Scott Byrd, Ellen Reese, and Elizabeth Smythe

Part I Background and Context

1 Social Forums as Public Stage and Infrastructure of Global
Justice Movements
Dieter Rucht
2 (In)Fertile Ground? Social Forum Activism in Its Regional
and Local Dimensions
Peter (Jay) Smith and Elizabeth Smythe
3 The Political and its Absence in the World Social Forum:
Implications for Democracy in the Forum and in the World
Teivo Teivainen
4 Surveys of World Social Forum Participants Show Influence
of Place and Base in the Global Public Sphere
Ellen Reese, Christopher Chase-Dunn, Kadambari Anantram,
Gary Coyne, Matheu Kaneshiro, Ashley N. Koda, Roy Kwon,
and Preeta Saxena

vi

Xiil

11

29

50

64

Part II Campaigns and Movements in the Social Forum Process

5 More Than a Shadow of a Difference! Feminist Participation

in the World Social Forum
Lyndi Hewitt and Marina Karides

6 Indigenous Peoples and Social Forums
Marc Becker and Ashley N. Koda

85

105




CONTENTS

7

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

Building National Labor Solidarity: Unions and Labor 125
Activists at the 2007 United States Social Forum

Ellen Reese, Kadambari Anantram, Linda J. Kim, Roy Kwon,

and Preeta Saxena
The World Social Forum as a Bounded Open Space: 148
Maintain It, Fix It, or Nix It? Evidence from Post9/11 Global
Antiwar Activism

Ruth Reitan
Our World Is Not for Sale! The WSF Process and 166
Transnational Resistance to International Trade Agreements

Elizabeth Smythe
Global Environmentalists and Their Movements at the World 186
Social Forums

Matheu Kaneshiro, Kirk S. Lawrence, and Christopher Chase-Dunn
The Road to the World Social Forum: The Case of the Dalit 206
Movement

Peter (Jay) Smith

Part 111 Local Places and Global Spaces

African Voices and Activists at the WSF in Nairobi: 227
The Uncertain Ways of Transnational African Activism
Marie-Emmanuelle Pommerolle and Johanna Siméant
Global Movements in Local Struggles: Findings on the 248
Social Forum Process in Italy
Donatella della Porta and Lorenzo Mosca
Diverging Visions of Another World in the Making of the 266
Quebec Social Forum
Pascale Dufour and Janet Conway
In the Belly of Empire: The U.S. Social Forum Process 283
Jeffrey S. Juris and Jackie Smith with the USSF Research Collective

Part IV Democratic Innovations

Youth Camps and the Bolivarian Revolution: 305
A Story of Horizontalism and Blocked Diffusion

Lesley J. Wood
Deliberative Discussion and Languages in the World Social 320
Forum Process

Nicole Doerr




List oF TABLES AND FIGURES

18 Democratic Innovation in the U.S. and European Social Forums 339

Jackie Smith and Nicole Doerr
19 Transnational Movement Innovation and Collaboration:
Analysis of World Social Forum Networks
Scott Byrd and Lorien Jasny
Conclusion: The Space as Actor: The Form and Content of the
Social Forum Process
Thomas Ponniah

References
About the Contributors
Index

=

LisT OF TABLES AND FIGURES

Table 2.1 WSF 2005 Participants by Geographical Origin

Table 2.2 Polycentric WSFs 2006 by Nationality of Participant

Figure 2.1 Number of Social Forum Events and Organizations
by Region

Figure 2.2 Social Forums by Scale

Table 2.3 African Social Forums—National, Subnational,
and Local

Table 4.1 Political Experiences and Affiliations of WSF and
USSF Participants

Table 4.2 Political Views of WSF and USSF Participants

Table 7.1  Social Characteristics of USSF Participants that
Are Unionists, Other Labor Activists, and
Nonlabor Participants

Table 7.2 Political Participation of USSF Attendees

Table 7.3 Political Views of Labor Activists and Other
USSF Attendees

Table 10.1 World-Systems Location of 2005 and 2007 WSF
Participants by Geographic Region

Table 10.2 Characteristics of Participants in 2005 (Porto Alegre)
and 2007 (Nairobi) WSFs

360

378

397
432
438

31
32

33
34

46

69

4-75

134
135

136

194

195

\



List ofF TABLES AND FIGURES

Table 10.3 Political and Economic Opinions of WSF

Participants 198-199
Table 17.1 Survey on the ESF Preparatory Process: Answers to

Several Questions on Languages 324
Table 19.1 Organizational Collaborators and Sessions for 2003

and 2005 WSFs 369
Table 19.2 Network Measures for 2003 and 2005 WSFs 370
Table 19.3 Normalized Degree Centrality Measures for Top 20

Actors in 2003 and 2005 373
Figure 19.1 Ego Networks for CUT and IBASE in 2005 374
Table 194 Session Issue Themes for 2005 WSF 375

=

LisT oF ACRONYMS

ACORD = Association for Cooperative Operations Research and Development

ACP = African, Caribbean, and Pacific Group of States

AFL-CIO = American Federation of Labor—Congress of Industrial Organizations

AFM = Articulacion Feminista Marcosur

AFSCME = American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees

AFT = American Federation of Teachers

AIM = American Indian Movement

ALCA = Spanish acronym for Free Trade Area of the Americas

ANSWER = Act Now to Stop the War and End Racism

APEC = Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation

ARCI = Associazione Ricreativa Culturale Italiana, Italy

ASF = Americas Social Forum

ATTAC = Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions and Aid to
Citizens

ATN = Africa Trade Network
BOC = Brazilian Organizing Committee

CADTM = Committee for the Abolition of Third World Debt

CAFTA = Central American Free Trade Agreement

CANEVAS = Le Comité action non-violent, Quebec

CAOQI = Coordinadora Andina de Organizaciones Indigena [Andean Coordi-
nating Body of Indigenous Organizations]

\



ListT oF ACRONYMS

CC = Critical Consumerism

CCFD = Comité Catholique contre la Faim et pour le Développement

CEDETIM = Centre d’Etudes Anti Impérialistes

CGIL = Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro

CGT = Confédération générale du travail, France

CIO = Congress of Industrial Organizations

CLAC = Convergence des lutes anticapitaliste, Quebec

COA = Camp Organizing Committee (Comité Organizador do Acampamento),
Brazil

COBAS = Confederazione del Comitati di Base, Italy

CONIC = Coordinadora de Organizaciones y Naciones Indigenas del Conti-
nente [Coordinating Body of Indigenous Nations and Organizations of
the Continent]

CRID = Centre de recherches et d’informations pour le développement,
France

CSM = Call of Social Movements

CtW = Change to Win Federation

CUT = Central Unica dos Trabalhadores, Brazil

DAWN = Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era

EED = Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst

EJM = environmental justice movement

ENDA = Environmental Development Action in the Third World Senegal
EPA = Economic Partnership Agreement

EPA = European Preparatory Assembly

ESF = European Social Forum

FEMNET = African Women’s Development and Communications Network
FEW = Forum for the Empowerment of Women

FTAA = Free Trade Area of the Americas

FTQ = Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec

G8 = Group of Eight Industrialized Countries
GATS = General Agreement on Trade in Services
GATT = General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
GAWM = global antiwar movement

GBM = Green Belt Movement, Kenya

GCAP = Global Call to Action Against Poverty
GJM = global justice movement

GRAIN = Genetic Resources Action International
GSF = Genoa Social Forum

GSS = General Social Survey

\i



LisT oF ACRONYMS

HSA = Hemispheric Social Alliance
HDI = Human Development Index

[ATP = Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy

IBASE = Instituto Brasileiro de Andlises Sociais e Econdmicas [Brazilian
Institute of Social and Economic Analyses]

IC = International Council

ICT = information and communications technology

ICTSD = International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development

IDSN = International Dalit Solidarity Network

IEN = Indigenous Environmental Network

IFG = International Forum on Globalization

IGC = India General Council

IGO = intergovernmental organization

ILGA = International Lesbian and Gay Association

ILO = International Labor Organization

IMF = International Monetary Fund

INCEP = Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios Politicos

IP = Interested Parties

ITUC = International Trade Union Confederation

IYC = Intercontinental Youth Camps

JW]J = Jobs with Justice

KSSP = Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad [Kerala People’s Science Movement],
India

LPM = Landless People’s Movement, South Africa

MALI = Multilateral Agreement on Investment

MEP = Member of European Parliament

MST = Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, Brazil [Landless
Workers’ Movement] Movimento dos Sem Terra

MVR = Fifth Republic Movement, Venezuela

MWSEF = Midwest Social Forum, United States

NAFTA = North American Free Trade Agreement

NCDHR = National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights

NEP = new economic policy

NIGD = Network Institute for Global Democratization

NGO = nongovernmental organization

NPC = National Planning Committee (of the United States Social Forum)

OECD = Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development

PMA = People’s Movement Assembly

VIl



ListT oF ACRONYMS

PT = Partido dos Trabalhadores, Brazil
QSF = Quebec Social Forum
REDOIL = Resisting Environmental Destruction on Indigenous Lands

SAIIC = South and Meso American Indian Rights Center

SEIU = Service Employees International Union

SFJFW = South Florida Jobs with Justice

SIN COBAS = Sindacato dei Lavoratori Intercategoriale Cobas, Italy
SMA = Social Movements Assembly

SMO = social movement organization

TRIMs = Trade-related investment measures
TRIPS = Trade-related aspects of intellectual property rights
TWN = Third World Network

UNCED = United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
in Rio de Janeiro

UNEGRO = Uniio de Negros pela Igualdade

UNEP = United Nations Environment Programme

UNESCO = United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

UNITE-HERE = Union of Needletrades, Industrial, and Textile Employees-
Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees International Union

UQAM = Université du Québec a Montréal

USSF = United States Social Forum

VSIE = Vigilancia Social de la Industria Extractiva [Social Oversight of the
Extractive Industry]

WCAR = World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xeno-
phobia and Related Intolerance

WEF = World Economic Forum

WFEYS = World Festival of Youth and Students

WILD = Women’s Institute for Leadership Development

WMW = World March of Women (Marche Mondiale des Femmes)

WTO = World Trade Organization

WVS = World Values Survey




=

PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It has been more than 10 years since the first World Social Forum, where
more than 15,000 activists gathered from around the world to proclaim
that “Another World Is Possible.” They were countering a widely accepted
notion that progress, development, and other social goods required con-
tinuously expanding global markets. In 2011, the world looks much differ-
ent, and government leaders and public officials at all levels are questioning
earlier conventional wisdom. Instead of meeting to discuss strategies for
deregulating global markets, leaders of the world’s biggest economies are
meeting to discuss ways to better manage global financial actors. Former
chief economist of the World Bank, Joseph Stiglitz, recently co-authored
a book entitled Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add Up, which
validates claims activists have been making for decades about the limits of
economic models and logics as global organizing principles. The world has
changed, and the World Social Forum should be seen as both an indicator
and also as a catalyst for some of that change.

We are pleased to be able to offer this handbook for readers interested
in thinking about the uncertain path to a more equitable, peaceful,
and ecologically vibrant world. The research reported here draws from
the work of contributors who have maintained long-term and extensive
involvement in the World Social Forum process over its first decade,
and it thus aims to help both activists and scholars understand this
process as part of a long-term historical competition between capitalist
elites pursuing their economic interests and popular forces struggling
to achieve a voice in the decisions that affect their lives and their liveli-
hoods. With 10 years of Social Forum experience, we can now begin
to think more comparatively about the lessons learned from the variety
of world, regional, national, and local Social Forums. We hope that
by bringing together in a single volume this rich array of scholarship,
we can contribute to the learning that will help movements for a more
democratic and equitable world develop and thrive.
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Collectively, the authors contributing to this volume have attended
all of the World Social Forums and dozens of regional and local Forums
as researchers, organizers, and participants. We are committed to the
WSF process as offering the world a promising new form of politics to
meet the ever growing and strengthening demands for justice, peace,
and equality in a global economy. Although many of us work to help
advance the work of the WSF process, we have strived to remain critical
in our study and analysis of this process. We hope that the result is a
work that can truly inform and guide future activism and scholarship.

Each of us has benefited from various sources of support for our
research on the World Social Forum process, and we acknowledge this
support. Most immediately, we are grateful to our research participants
who are active in the Social Forum process. Our conversations and our
work with them have been essential to our efforts to better understand
this complex and evolving process. As editors, we are also especially ap-
preciative of the dedication and hard work our contributors have done
to develop the chapters in this volume and to make them accessible to
readers outside the academy. We have learned a great deal from working
with this very talented group.

A 2006 workshop at the University of Notre Dame helped launch this
project by bringing together a growing network of scholars with the aim
of expanding scholarly attention to the WSF process and strengthening
interdisciplinary and cross-national collaboration. We are grateful to
the following offices for their support of this workshop and for Smith’s
research on the U.S. and World Social Forums: the Joan B. Kroc Insti-
tute for International Peace Studies, the Institute for Scholarship in the
Liberal Arts in the College of Arts and Letters, the Center for the Study
of Social Movements and Social Change, the Office of Research, and
the Department of Sociology at the University of Notre Dame.

Support for travel and other research needs of the book’s co-authors
was provided by: the World Society Foundation; the Office of the Vice
President of Research and the Dean of Arts and Sciences at Stony Brook
University; the Institute for Research on World-Systems, the Program
on Global Studies, and the Public Policy Initiative at the University
of California-Riverside (UCR); the Athabasca University Academic
Research Fund and the Academic Research Council of Concordia Uni-
versity College of Alberta; the Center for Organizational Research at
the University of California-Irvine; the University of California Labor
and Employment Research Fund; the University of California Graduate
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Students’ Association; and the U.S. National Science Foundation #SES
0825872). The following people helped with the UC-Riverside survey and
field research cited in this book: Christopher Chase-Dunn, Kadambari
Anantram, Rebecca Alvarez, Toi Carter, Gary Coyne, Erika Guttierrez,
Jason Hauser, Mark Herkenrath, Matheu Kaneshiro, Roy Kwon, Linda
Kim, Ashley N. Koda, Daisy Lomeli, Peter Luu, Christine Petit, Ellen
Reese, Preeta Saxena, Darragh White, and undergraduate interns en-
rolled in Sociology 197 at UC-Riverside.
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FOREWORD

When the World Social Forum (WSF) emerged in 2001, it was something
very new, as political initiative, among the traditional political practices.
Ten years after the Berlin Wall fell, the globalization process serving the
interests of money was using all its power to subjugate the entire world.
At the same time, protests against it were growing, with social movements
multiplying street demonstrations. For WSF organizers a new political
actor was emerging, heterogeneous and fragmented, constituted by many
different types of organizations. They called it “civil society,” to stress its
autonomy in relation with parties and governments. Declaring that “an-
other world is possible,” they attributed special importance to the role of
this new political actor to build a globalization process based on solidarity.

The WSF proposal was simple but disturbing: to create an “open
space” without leaders; to allow people to connect horizontally, in an
atmosphere of cooperation instead of competition; to forge a sense of
unity among those resisting the dominant globalization process. Coming
into this “public square,” they could better know each other, hear others’
experiences and learn with them, identify convergences, build freely new
actions. And, consistent with the WSF Charter of Principles, they were
not forced to adopt final common declarations.

[t was a Forum, but it was not organized as Forums usually are, from
top to bottom. The activities in it would be decided by the participants
themselves and selforganized by them. Being a “Social” Forum, it was
an alternative to the World “Economic” Forum, which congregated in
Davos the leaders of the dominant type of globalization these movements
were challenging. It was neither a new movement, nor a movement of
movements, with leaders and disciplined militants discussing strategies
and voting plans of action. It was simply a meeting point that did not
exist before. Its function would be to help build unity among the or-
ganizations that were struggling—to give political power to them while
safeguarding their extreme and rich diversity.
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FOREWORD

The process launched by the first WSF expanded itself all over the
world, with Forums at various levels, including at the local level. Among
them, two U.S. Social Forums were organized—in Atlanta and in Detroit.

We have two ways to get the meaning of this process: to read about
it and to make the experience of participating of it. This book will be
especially useful in the first way, with its deep and comprehensive analy-
sis of its experiences as well as of the doubts and tensions they create.
To have a complete appreciation of the WSF process newness—that is
the experimentation of a new political culture—we need to use also the
second way: to breath the Social Forums’ atmosphere; to take up the
Forums’ invitation to join in political improvisation; and to experience
the disorder and the joy of the encounters, the richness of the diversity
of actions, and views of an emerging global society—the absence of com-
mands guiding us to narrow-minded objectives, the provocations to
imagine and dream.

Those engaged in the WSF process all over the planet hope it will
continue its way inside U.S., to make possible the building of a new world
of justice, peace, and love. I am sure this book will play an important
role in this walk.

Chico Whitaker, December 24, 2010
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INTRODUCTION

LEARNING FROM THE WORLD SoclAL FORUMS

Jackie Smith, Scott Byrd, Ellen Reese, and Elizabeth Smythe

As this book goes to press, it is quite clear that the global political
order is in flux, and dramatic changes are on the horizon as the
global economy reels from the combination of bank failures, rising en-
ergy and food prices, and increasingly urgent environmental challenges.
Activists and critical intellectuals attentive to the global expansion of
capitalism, particularly those in the global South, predicted most of
these crises decades ago. As politicians and financial elites scramble
to develop new bailout and economic recovery packages to stem the
unfolding catastrophes, it is in these critical communities of activists
and scholars where thoughtful, feasible, and sustainable alternatives to
globalized capitalism are being developed, discussed, and tested. It is
therefore essential that students of social change pay more attention to
activism that targets global capitalism, particularly as it is manifested in
the World Social Forum process.

The World Social Forums began in 2001 and since then have mobi-
lized millions of people around the world. We would argue, along with
many others, that the World Social Forum process is among the most
important political developments of our time. Founders of the WSF en-
visioned it as an “open space” where activists could meet, exchange ideas,
and plan actions. All those opposed to neoliberal capitalism were wel-
come as long as they did not advocate violent tactics. These world meet-
ings, along with growing numbers of regional and local manifestations,
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include large plenary events and cultural performances. But most of the
activities are self-organized workshops that vary in both size and format.
These workshops include debates by speakers on strategic and policy
questions, demonstrations of practical skills (such as techniques for
media advocacy or electronic communication), or consciousness-raising
sessions where participants learn about issues, experiences, perspectives,
or campaigns from activists and intellectuals. Some workshops develop
plans for collective action, while others create or develop activist networks
and coalitions.

The notion of the WSFs as a “process” signals the idea that the meet-
ings themselves are not the main purpose. Instead, the goal of most
organizers is to facilitate the exchange of ideas, to expand and deepen
activist networks, and to provide new spaces in which people can reflect
on and help realize alternatives to neoliberal globalization. Forums cre-
ate ongoing opportunities for activists to come together to strengthen
their alliances, foster shared identities and goals, overcome issue-based
divisions, build trust, develop plans for cooperation, and disseminate
ideas about strategies for advancing more sustainable and just social
and economic policies. They generate reflection and learning through
sustained interaction across time and place (Sen 2007).

We aim with this handbook to help document the decade-long World
Social Forum process and inform contemporary activists and scholars
about the lessons it offers. As the World Social Forums have expanded
in geographic scope and increased the strength and depth of their sup-
porting networks, activists have both drawn from past experiences and
developed innovative ways to address the many challenges of organizing
in today’s global context. By comparing the experiences of Social Forums
in their local, national, and regional manifestations, and by considering
the WSFs in historical context, we hope to contribute to knowledge that
can make a more just and equitable world possible. We put forward this
collection with humility, knowing that we can offer only a glimpse of this
complex and expansive process and that our understandings are shaped
by our own biases, linguistic limitations, and necessarily partial observa-
tions of what is taking place in the context of this multifaceted process.

A further goal of this handbook is to illustrate the potential that a
variety of research methods provides for our effort to learn from the
WSF process. While the process itself challenges traditional, Western
methods and assumptions in social research (see Santos 2007), our
contributors have adapted a variety of conventional methods—including
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INTRODUCTION

participant observation, survey research, discourse analysis, and network
analysis—to make them more sensitive to issues of power and inequity
and more useful in the development of movementrelevant knowledge.
We anticipate that this book will serve as a guide to the Forum process
that both informs readers about the WSF and raises issues and ques-
tions that stimulate reflection and debate among activists who continue
to transform the Social Forum process. This handbook also offers a
guide for activists not yet familiar with the WSF process but who may
be interested in applying these lessons learned to other social movement
domains.

HisTORY, POWER, STRATEGY, AND IDENTITY
AND THE WORLD SociAaL FOrRuMS

Globalizing processes have long served to expand global capitalism and
protect capitalist elites. These processes have been met with fierce op-
position from popular groups including Indigenous peoples, peasants,
and workers. The current situation is no different in this regard. The
expansion of global neoliberalism since the late 1970s has triggered
transnational and cross-sectoral mobilization around issues such as trade,
food sovereignty, war and militarization, human rights, and environmen-
tal concerns. As Rucht (Chapter 1) shows, contemporary resistance to
neoliberal globalization emerges from a strong organizational and intel-
lectual movement base that has in recent decades grown exponentially
in scope and scale.

The World Social Forums have clearly provided a focal point—a center
of gravity—for diverse streams of activism to come together across national
and other boundaries in order to counter the power of global capitalist
elites and their supporters in governments. It reflects the need to link
local action with global politics as well as activists’ desire to shift their
energies from mass street protests toward the articulation of alterna-
tives to the current global political economy. But the expansion of the
WSFs has been uneven, as the chapter by Smith and Smythe (Chapter 2)
conveys, reflecting variation in organizing capacities across locales and a
variety of network dynamics that affect the diffusion of the WSF process.

While activists’ views and understandings of global problems are
strongly influenced by their experiences in national and local contexts,
the WSF process aims to transform participants’ understandings of
problems by encouraging dialogue across national and other differences.

3
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It advances social transformation by creating spaces where activists can
develop their “political imaginations” about what sort of world is desirable
while working together to develop practical strategies for making such
visions possible. The slogan motivating the WSFs, “Another World Is
Possible,” has been translated into countless national and local contexts,
inspiring activists to consider their communities in a broader global
context. When activists organize national and local “Social Forums,”
they explicitly appeal to global identities and practices.

Thus, through the experiences of the WSFs, activists’ understand-
ings of problems and their desired solutions are transformed, as are
their understandings about how best to organize political action. Thus,
Teivainen (Chapter 3) reflects on how the commitment of the WSFs to
the concept of open space affects efforts to address power asymmetries.
He argues for a politicization of the notion of open space in recognition
of these asymmetries. Teivainen’s recommendation was embraced by
activists working in the United States Social Forum (USSF), who have
adapted the WSF’s open space to create a more intentional space (Juris
2008a) that can remedy long-standing race, class, and gender inequities.
Chapters by Juris and colleagues (Chapter 15) and by Smith and Doerr
(Chapter 18) illustrate the dynamism of the WSF process and the specific
ways activists innovate within its framework.

The WSF Charter of Principles and its implementation have attracted
many diverse groups seeking to advance particular issues and group inter-
ests. Chapters by Hewitt and Karides (Chapter 5) and by Becker and Koda
(Chapter 6) illustrate the rocky road that feminist and Indigenous activists
have faced as they have sought to challenge conventional understand-
ings of identity. Capitalism is, according to feminist activists, intimately
linked to patriarchy and gender inequality. This has meant that everyday
practices and conventions instilled through socialization serve to reinforce
the social hierarchies and resulting inequalities that the WSF process
seeks to overturn. Activists themselves are often blinded to the ways their
taken-for-granted assumptions and social practices reinforce oppression.
This is particularly apparent in the frequent conflicts between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous activists in the Forum, and in Indigenous peoples’
ambivalence about engaging with the WSF process (see Becker and Koda,
Chapter 6). These same dynamics are evident in Pommerolle and Siméant’s
(Chapter 12) examination of the efforts of African activists to integrate
their particular worldviews into the WSFs, despite their dependence on
Northern donors. Hewitt and Karides demonstrate how feminists have
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struggled to transform the consciousness that has generated persistent
gender inequities within the Forum process. Our contributors thus offer
a longterm perspective on how various oppressed and excluded groups
have engaged the WSF process, illustrating how their struggles have and
continue to inform and transform it. Their analyses suggest that, although
some progress has been made, much more work is needed to realize a world
freed from the cultural bondage of racialized and gendered hierarchies
that are central to globalized capitalism.

Other chapters demonstrate the role of Social Forums as spaces where
oppressed groups can mobilize sympathy and support for their liberation
struggles. P. Smith (Chapter 11) examines the ways the Dalit people of
India mobilized around the Asian Social Forum and the World Social
Forum in India to build international support for their human rights
struggles against the caste system. Reese et al. (Chapter 7) document how
labor activists at the U.S. Social Forum used their workshops to cultivate
shared identities among working people. They show how groups have
shared strategies and expanded support for campaigns to organize and
build leadership among women of color, immigrants, and other workers
historically neglected by the mainstream labor movement. Their research
also reveals how women and people of color were disproportionately rep-
resented among the leaders and participants in Social Forum workshops
compared to their shares among U.S. union members.

Several chapters consider how various movements have used the WSF
process to advance their analyses of global problems and to build diverse
alliances and strategies to address them. In many cases, the WSF helps
activists frame their particular concerns in ways that connect them to
a broader struggle against globalized capitalism. In turn, this facilitates
their efforts to attract international allies and mobilize broader coalitions
to advance their aims. Hewitt and Karides (Chapter 5) articulate most
clearly the ways the Forum has helped movements confront—if not easily
overcome—eatlier divisions over identity politics. They show how femi-
nists continue to advance at the Forums a “feminist political economy,”
which views capitalist globalization as dependent on the reproduction
of gendered and other hierarchies. Though feminists have made limited
progress, the authors argue that they must continue to struggle within
movement spaces like the Forum to transform the basic conceptual as
well as material structures that marginalize women and other groups.

Many groups take advantage of the Forum as a gathering space for
movements working on a variety of issues. The presence of groups
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working on diverse issues and the global framework of the Forums al-
low movements to expand their alliance bases and deepen understand-
ings of the ways global interdependencies affect their concerns. Smythe
(Chapter 9) documents how the WSFs have facilitated activists’ work to
monitor ongoing global trade negotiations as they adapt their strategies
of resistance and demonstrate connections between trade and a variety
of social movement concerns. In the case of the peace movement, Reitan
(Chapter 8) shows how the WSF process created a context where activists
could address highly contentious questions such as the challenges that
militarism in the global economy and Middle East politics present for the
efforts to advance world peace. Kaneshiro et al. (Chapter 10) show how
environmentalists used the WSF process to build both cross-national
and cross-movement coalitions, often by linking their struggles with the
larger struggle against neoliberal capitalism.

A key theme throughout this handbook is that, even as globalization
processes transform particular locales, place still matters. As Reese,
Kaneshiro, and their colleagues (Chapters 4 and 10) demonstrate, in-
dividuals’ national background and their location in the world capital-
ist economy affect their experiences and preferred political goals and
strategies. But more broadly, the specific location of each Forum affects
its character as well as its contributions to the WSF process. Similarly,
in the study by della Porta and Mosca (Chapter 13) we see that the
rapid development of local Forums in Italy reflected not only the strong
roots of local movements but also the role local Social Forums played
in supporting the proliferation of new movement ideas and democratic
innovations.

Dufour and Conway (Chapter 14) also illustrate how place matters.
They show how the particular movement and organizational context in
Quebec affected the form and emphases of the Quebec Social Forums.
And Juris et al. (Chapter 15), Reese et al. (Chapter 7), and Smith and
Doerr (Chapter 18) illustrate ways the particularities of U.S. political
culture and social movements affected the development of the Social
Forums in that country. U.S. exceptionalism—seen in its vast economic
disparities and its segmentation by class and race—helped give birth to
the practice of intentionality, which may in turn help advance the WSF
in other places. Wood’s chapter (Chapter 16) illustrates how the politi-
cal context of Venezuela under Hugo Chavez obstructed the practice
of “horizontality” that was advanced by activists in earlier Forums. By
examining national and local settings as prisms through which the WSF
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process is refracted, we can identify and perhaps anticipate their positive
and negative implications for the evolution of the WSF.

We mentioned above that the WSF must be understood as a process,
since it is in motion. The WSFs are constantly evolving, and activists
operating within them are persistently trying new things, learning, and
adapting as they engage with the basic principles that constitute the WSF
process. Chapters by Doerr (Chapter 17), Smith and Doerr (Chapter 18),
and Byrd and Jasny (Chapter 19) help capture some of the dynamism of
the WSFs. Doert’s innovative research explores how activists working
to advance more equitable language practices in European and African
Social Forum spaces fared in these different settings. The distinctive
linguistic contexts of these different regions, as well as the dominant
linguistic practices within each region, affected the possibilities for
“translation” within the Social Forums, and Doerr concludes that Afri-
cans were better able than their European counterparts to achieve the
WSF visions of inclusivity and dialogue. Smith and Doerr again utilize
comparisons across continents to identify emergent norms of solidarity
and intentionality in the practice of the WSF process. And Byrd and
Jasny employ network analysis to explore how different types of organiza-
tions mobilized networks through the WSF process over time. We hope
that comparisons such as these can aid in learning that advances social
movements seeking greater equity and inclusivity.

Finally, longtime observer and scholar-activist within the WSF process,
Thomas Ponniah reflects on the empirical contributions of the handbook
to consider what they tell us about the Forum’s past and its future. He
extrapolates important lessons about the WSF process as a space and an
actor that should help inform future discussions and actions within the
emerging and developing WSF process. His chapter, and those of all of
our contributors, aim to contribute to the WSF’s culture of reflexivity
and learning. We hope that this handbook will both help expand schol-
arly research on the WSFs and be a useful guide to those who believe
that another world is possible and who are working to make it happen.
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CHAPTER 1

SociaL FORuMs As PusLIC STAGE AND
INFRASTRUCTURE OF GLOBAL JUSTICE MIOVEMENTS

Dieter Rucht

he World Social Forum (WSF) process is the most important mani-

festation of contemporary global justice movements (GJMs).! This
chapter discusses the WSF as both a public stage and infrastructure that
is vital to the development of contemporary transnational activism. It as-
sesses the origins and development of the Social Forums and the various
challenges the process faces, as well as its larger significance.

THE WoRLD SoclaL FORUM AS STAGE AND INFRASTRUCTURE

Major gatherings such as congresses, jamborees, and mass protests,
whether contentious or not, help to create and sustain social movements.
In such gatherings, the adherents of a social movement physically meet
with two aims: They first send a message to the outer world, making it
aware of their existence, worldviews, demands, and activities. To this end,
slogans are formulated, keynote speakers selected, journalists invited, and
media-oriented events staged to demonstrate the strength and vitality
of the movement. Gatherings thus serve primarily as public stages. Less

I am grateful to the editors of this volume and to Thomas Olesen, Felix Kolb, and the members
of our research group at the Social Science Center Berlin for comments on earlier versions
of this chapter. The first version has been presented at the international conference “Con-
tentious Politics and Social Movements in the 21st Century” in Athens, May 24-26, 2006.
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obviously, these gatherings also aim at strengthening internal bonds by
permitting activists to talk to one another, exchange experiences, bridge
cleavages, and express solidarity. Ideally, gatherings will both energize
participants and impress a wider audience.

Also holding social movements together are relatively durable infra-
structures composed of social movement organizations, coordinating
committees, educational and training centers, think tanks, media groups,
newsletters, and the like (see Lofland 1996). Infrastructures allow for
a sustained flow of communication between movement groups and
networks and help mobilize resources and organize major gatherings.
Unlike gatherings, infrastructures are not designed for external and
internal “impression management” (Bromley 1993), but for the more
mundane task of “keeping things going” even when a social movement is
in abeyance. Infrastructures may be informal and loosely coordinated, or
formal and more hierarchical. Over time, infrastructures may acquire a
pivotal role, becoming nearly identical with the movement at large. In this
event, the infrastructure represents the movement to the general public.

One can assume that the larger and more differentiated a social
movement is, the more important the public stages and infrastructures
are in holding the various parts together. Therefore, it is to be expected
that these elements will play a crucial role, particularly in the case of
GJMs given their heterogeneous elements with different organizational
and cultural backgrounds, covering a wide range of issues, countries,
and even continents.

Transnational movements are far from being a recent phenomenon.?
The GJMs that emerged by the mid-1990s developed from some of these
earlier transnational movements. For example, protesters at the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank meetings in Berlin in 1988
articulated the same basic critiques as today’s GJMs, yet few protesters
came from abroad (Gerhards and Rucht 1992). G]Ms became visible
mainly via “countersummits,” usually in the context of meetings of
international bodies such as the World Bank, the IMF, other UN orga-
nizations, the World Trade Organization (WTO), G-7 and G-8, and the
European Union (O’Brien et al. 2000; Pianta 2001). These were largely
reactive activities insofar as they followed the schedules and agendas of
official meetings. They made clear what challengers opposed, but did not
convey to a larger public a positive message about preferred alternatives.

In the 1990s, the infrastructural base of the GJMs was still largely
organized according to single issues such as human rights, women, and
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ecology. However, some transnational organizations, such as Oxfam and
50 Years Is Enough and later Association for the Taxation of Financial
Transactions and Aid to Citizens (ATTAC) and Peoples Global Action,
were beginning to mobilize around multiple issues.

With the emergence of the WSF and the subsequent creation of more
localized Social Forums (see Smith and Smythe, Chapter 2), the situa-
tion of GJMs changed significantly. The Forums provide both a public
stage and an infrastructure for the purposes mentioned above, and while
they are merely one element of the broader GJMs, they have become an
important focal point for the movements and an indicator of their vital-

ity (see Pianta and Marchetti 2007; Pianta, Marchetti, and Zola 2009).

EMERGENCE OF THE WORLD SociaL FOrRUM PROCESS

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, GJMs became most visible via their
protest activities. One variant were regional struggles and events such
as the “Meeting for Humanity and Against Neoliberalism,” organized
by the Zapatista movement in Mexico in 1996. The Zapatista struggle
found much sympathy among GJM groups across the globe (Olesen 2005;
Khasnabish 2010), inspiring subsequent meetings in the same spirit in
Spain in 1997 and Brazil in 1999. Another stream of protest was linked
to official meetings of the international organizations discussed above
(Pianta 2001). Although receiving ample media coverage (Beyeler and
Kriesi 2005; Kolb 2005; Olesen 2004; Rucht, forthcoming), these pro-
tests had little influence on how movements were portrayed by the mass
media, particularly when protest was accompanied by violent activities
of radical groups. Activities in the streets, moreover, allowed only simple
messages to be conveyed and did not offer space for detailed information,
let alone deliberation and decision making.

Given these limitations, it comes as no surprise that the idea of estab-
lishing a WSF was met with enthusiasm by many groups. At its inception,
the WSF was set in opposition to the World Economic Forum (WEF), held
annually in Davos (Switzerland) since 1971 to bring together economic
and political leaders in informal and highly exclusive meetings (see Rupert
2000). By contrast, the WSF, held at the same time (usually in January),
emphasizes social issues and is hosted in countries of the global South.
It is deliberately conceived as a meeting of the people instead of elites.

The first WSF, based on an initiative of eight founding organizations
(including ATTAC),’ took place in Porto Alegre (Southern Brazil) in January
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2001. It was hosted by the Workers’ Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores or
PT) and attended by roughly 20,000 participants from over 100 countries,
among them several thousand delegates from nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and social movement groups, but also 436 members of parliament
from a range of countries. Virtually all themes of the GJMs were represented
in one way or another, heralding a process that observers later called the
“Social Spring” of Porto Alegre (Seoane and Taddei 2002: 99). Porto Alegre
was chosen as the site for the WSF for a number of reasons: It is located in
the southern part of the globe; it was promoted by a number of Brazilian
NGOs; it has been home, since the late 1980s, to an innovative “participa-
tory budgeting” process that allowed more democratic local decision making;
and both the city and the state of Rio Grande do Sul had PT governments,
which provided financial and infrastructural support for the event.

The subsequent two WSFs also took place in Porto Alegre in Janu-
ary of 2002 and 2003. They, too, were organized by a committee nearly
identical to the representatives of the eight Brazilian founding groups. In
2004, the WSF moved to Mumbai, India, where the national Organizing
Committee introduced some innovations to what was now being called
the WSF process.* The attendance of hundreds of Indian groups among
the estimated 115,000 participants gave this Forum a strikingly different
character. Apart from the mainstays of the GJMs, large contingents of
marginalized people, including Dalits, participated (P. Smith, Chapter 11).

When the Forum returned to Porto Alegre the following year, a much
broader “Brazilian Organizing Committee” ° organized the largest WSF to
date, with an estimated 150,000 participants. WSF organizers constantly
sought to expand participation from those most devastated by neoliberal
globalization, and in 2006 they replaced the single WSF with three “poly-
centric WSFs,” held in Caracas (Venezuela), Bamako (Mali), and Karachi
(Pakistan). In 2007 organizers moved the Forum to Nairobi (Kenya) in
an effort to strengthen the GJMs’ activities in Africa. The Nairobi WSF
was attended by 57,000 participants who were mainly Africans. Following
Nairobi, the WSF has been held in alternate years to reduce the organizing
burdens on activists and to encourage more local and national movement
building. Accordingly, the 2009 WSF took place in Belém, in the north-
eastern part of Brazil. Despite Belém’s remoteness, more than 100,000
people attended. The 2011 WSF was held in Dakar (Senegal).

The largest contingent of participants in any WSF meeting comes
from the respective host country. Nevertheless, all World Forums and
many regional and national ones also draw people from many countries.
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Studies of WSF participants converge in their estimates of who attends
the WSF (see Reese et al., Chapter 4). For instance, in Porto Alegre,
apart from the many Brazilians, a significant number of people from
other Latin American countries—predominantly the neighboring states
of Argentina and Uruguay—took part. Europeans are the next most nu-
merous group, followed by North Americans, Asians, with relatively few
Africans and Arabs. At the Mumbai WSF in 2004, around 90 percent of
participants came from India. With the exception of Mumbai, it appears
that “ordinary” local people and particularly the marginalized and poor
rarely attend the WSFs. The bulk of participants are members or formal
delegates of political and social groups such as Indigenous associations,
farmers’ movements, trade unions, and NGOs. In addition, independent
activists, intellectuals, artists, and unaffiliated young people take part.
Some groups can afford to pay for their representatives’ travel to the
WSF, which implies that bigger, well-connected organizations with their
own funding or external support are overrepresented, particularly when
coming from countries very distant from the venue. Women are slightly
overrepresented among WSF participants, if not in leadership positions
or prominent events (Hewitt and Karides, Chapter 5).

The WSFs generally start with a large, colorful, and vibrant protest
march and end with a concluding assembly and/or another march. Un-
like other Forums, the WSF in Porto Alegre relied on a fairly sophis-
ticated organization with thousands of paid helpers® and volunteers,
airconditioned facilities for the press, access to computer terminals, a
considerable contingent of translators, semiprofessional or professional
artists on stage, food and beverage vending areas, a large youth camp,
and hundreds of booths for groups and campaigns. For the most part,
the organization works reasonably well, but is limited by its reliance on
volunteers and self-organized activities. Sometimes the translation is of
poor quality or absent altogether, announced speakers may fail to show
up, or the heat in the crowded tents is unbearable. The quality of the
organization varies by location depending upon the organizing capaci-
ties of the local organizing committee. For example, one observer at the
2006 Caracas meeting remarked: “The forum was frustrating. More
than 2,000 sessions scattered throughout the city were sometimes hard
to find and often took a long time to reach. Given the obstacles faced by
participants, many sessions started late, or not at all” (Blanding 2006: 18).

Apart from its manifestation as a huge and colorful gathering, it is
difficult for outsiders to understand the nature of the WSF, because it
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is really not an event but a global communication network resting only
in part on a visible infrastructure. A fairly unobtrusive, though central,
position is held by the International Council as the decisive body. Dur-
ing its two to three meetings a year and intense communication on the
Internet (see Cardon and Haeringer 2006), the Council determines the
location and basic shape of WSF meetings, as well as policies regarding
the organization, financing, and program. The Council acts in close
cooperation with both the small staff at the WSF office in Sdao Paolo
and the local WSF organizing committee. The local committee handles
logistical and technical matters, as well as the program. At times, it may
also act as a political counterweight to the International Council.

The general ideological base and aims of the WSF are laid out in
different texts, most notably in the WSF Charter of Principles (January
2001, second version in June 2001). In addition, a number of declarations
and calls have been made by various groups, such as the declaration of
the Organizing Committee of WSF in Mumbai in 2004, a Charter of
Principles of the World Social Forum in India (April and May 2002),
declarations of the people’s movements at various regional and world
Forums, a memorandum of the International Council issued in Porto
Alegre in 2003, and a number of declarations by smaller, self-elected
groups of mostly intellectual individuals, such as the “Manifesto of Porto
Alegre” (January 2005) and the “Bamako Appeal” (2006).

These documents and calls differ regarding their claims, frames, and
wording, reflecting the more or less contingent composition of the au-
thors, but also the highly valued principle of diversity among the GJMs
in general and the WSF in particular. Some parts of these texts have
been met with harsh criticism, largely over questions of representation
and authority to speak for the whole. Nevertheless, the two versions of
the WSF Charter are widely considered to summarize the values and self-
understanding of many groups and networks associated with the WSF
process, and serve as a guide for groups organizing Social Forums. The
WSF mission is perhaps best reflected in the first and fourth paragraphs
of the Charter:

The World Social Forum is an open meeting place for reflective
thinking, democratic debate of ideas, formulation of proposals,
free exchange of experiences and interlinking for effective action,
by groups and movements of civil society that are opposed to neo-
liberalism and to domination of the world by capital and any form
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of imperialism, and are committed to building a planetary society
directed towards fruitful relationships among Mankind [sic] and
between it and the Earth.

The alternatives proposed at the World Social Forum stand in
opposition to a process of globalization commanded by the large
multinational corporations and by the governments and international
institutions at the service of those corporations’ interests, with the
complicity of national governments. They are designed to ensure that
globalization in solidarity will prevail as a new stage in world history.
This will respect universal human rights and those of all citizens—
men and women—of all nations and the environment and will rest
on democratic international systems and institutions at the service of
social justice, equality and the sovereignty of peoples.

Later paragraphs specify some of the broader goals and emphasize the
decentralized and pluralistic character of the WSF, including its refusal
“to be a body representing world civil society” (Paragraph 5):

The meetings of the World Social Forum do not deliberate on behalf
of the World Social Forum as a body. No one, therefore, will be au-
thorized, on behalf of any of the editions of the Forum, to express
positions claiming to be those of all its participants .... It thus does
not constitute a locus of power to be disputed by the participants
in its meetings, nor does it intend to constitute the only option for
interrelation and action by the organizations and movements that
participate in it. (Paragraph 6)

The WSF has inspired groups and networks in various parts of the world
to organize smaller Social Forums, ranging from the continental to the
national to the local (see Smith and Smythe, Chapter 2). According to
some observers, between 2002 and June 2006, over 160 Social Forum
meetings have been held in over 120 cities with well over a million par-
ticipants. Like the WSEF, these other Forums function as both public
gatherings and as emerging social movement infrastructures.

CHALLENGES TO SoclaL ForuMm ORGANIZING

Forums are not just an indicator of the popular appeal and successful
diffusion of the GJMs, but are also a barometer of the larger movements’
challenges and problems, six of which are mentioned below.
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WHo May PARTICIPATE?

Part of the attractiveness of the WSF is its open and vibrant character.
In principle, the WSF is designed to allow every individual and group
opposing global neoliberalism to participate. Only rightwing extremist
and leftwing radical groups using violence against people as a political
tactic (e.g., the Columbian FARC?® and the Basque ETA) are excluded.
Furthermore, WSF principles exclude political parties and elected gov-
ernment officials in their official capacity:

[The WSF is] a plural, diversified, nonconfessional, nongovernmental
and nonparty context.... Neither party representations nor military
organizations shall participate in the Forum. Government leaders and
members of legislatures who accept the commitments of this Charter
may be invited to participate in a personal capacity. (WSF Charter of
Principles, June 2001 version)

This vague directive allows room for interpretation. For instance, the
Belgian prime minister, Guy Verhofstadt, who wished to give a talk in
Porto Alegre in 2003, was not welcomed. The same applied to Venezu-
ela’s Hugo Chavez, and Fidel Castro in 2002. The justification offered
by WSF organizers is that established politicians have many opportuni-
ties to spread their word and therefore should not be given space at the
WSF. In practice, this guideline has not been consistently followed,
and presidents and political candidates have been allowed to speak on
the sidelines of Social Forum events if not in the official Forum spaces
themselves. For instance, organizers came under attack when they allowed
PT presidential candidate Lula da Silva to give a speech and ministers of
national governments participated in the 2002 WSEF. Brazilian president
Lula da Silva and Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez also spoke on the
occasion of the WSF in 2005. The WSF policy of keeping established
politicians separate or at least at the margins of the event was certainly
violated during the WSF in Caracas in January 2006. To the dismay of
many participants, Chavez used this event as a public stage to promote his
“Bolivarian Revolution” and his “cult of personality” (Blanding 2006: 17).

WHo SHouLD PARTICIPATE?

The WSF is intended as a gathering of “the people” rather than elites,
and in particular it aims to serve those who suffer most from the effects
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of neoliberal globalization. In fact, however, it is predominantly a meet-
ing of a leftist, though ideologically diverse, counterelite advocating on
behalf of the most deprived and poorest people. Accordingly, there are
repeated calls for reducing the proportion of group representatives and
NGO officials in favor of “ordinary” people, particularly those from the
poorest countries. To date, however, appeals for more inclusive Social
Forums have had little effect, and the overrepresentation of more privi-
leged activists continues. Many activists, particularly those from Southern
countries, simply cannot afford the travel costs.

Drawing on the idea of the WSF as egalitarian and participatory,
critics claim that too much space is reserved for the political stars of the
movement, be they leftist party leaders or renowned intellectuals. Well-
known individuals, such as Noam Chomsky, Arundhati Roy, Vandana
Shiva, and Walden Bello, were put at the center of some meetings to
attract the “masses.” In Mumbai, for example, such individuals had an
audience of probably 100,000 people during their speeches. This “star
cult” met with much criticism from participants who valued equality
and grassroots structures. In response, the organizers of the WSF in
2005 and 2007 deliberately avoided promoting prominent speakers in
favor of self-organized workshops. This, in turn, also raised criticism on
the part of some who felt overwhelmed by the flood of small workshops
and demanded some high-profile events that would attract crowds and
enhance media coverage.

WHo Makes Decisions?

Another controversial issue is who makes decisions about Forum loca-
tions, major panels, and financing. The recruitment of the decision-
making body is clearly crucial. On the eve of the first WSF, decisions were
made by seven people representing the groups who launched the WSF.
Apart from the Brazil-based groups, ATTAC France was most influential,
represented by its president Bernard Cassen. This ad hoc group was later
replaced by a much larger body, the International Council (IC). At the
time of the WSF 2003, the IC included around 100 groups and networks,
by 2006 this rose to 143, and by 2010 it was 156, plus 10 observers.

To the dismay of close observers, even years after its inception, the
IC still has an opaque recruitment process that, apparently, works on
informal co-option rather than on democratic and transparent proce-
dures. Admittedly, it would be difficult to implement such procedures
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because a fixed and clearly identifiable constituency does not exist that
could send delegates according to well-specified principles and rules. Less
understandable, however, is the fact that the IC remains a fairly “closed
shop” without any external control. For many years, all it provided to
the public were “rules of operation” and brief summary reports of its
meetings that—for the most part—lacked specific information, such as
details about organizational problems and internal controversies. Since
2007, however, the IC has been pushed to increase its transparency, and
detailed reports of its meetings are now published on the WSF website.

WhHo Pays?

Further criticism involves the financing of the WSF. Some activists are
concerned that considerable amounts of money come from local and
regional governments and from foundations and corporate entities whose
purposes contradict the values of the WSF. Critics fear that strings could
be attached to these flows of money, softening its critical edge. Such
questions were particularly salient in 2004 when the Indian Organizing
Committee refused funding from the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations,
the Indian government, and corporations. Over time, financial sources
have become more diversified, and fees from participants are increasingly
important, reducing the WSF’s dependence on institutional donors.
Nevertheless, the 2005 meeting in Porto Alegre ended with a substantial
deficit, and the risk of commercialization continues. For example, at the
2007 meeting in Nairobi, the cell phone company Celtel handled online
registration, while also offering promotions for its mobile phones and
displaying the company’s advertisements.

A PLacE ror Decision MAKING

The most vibrant debates have occurred over the WSF’s inability or
rather its unwillingness to take strategic decisions. Touting the WSF as
a “Forum for debate,” “a movement of ideas,” and “a process,” organizers
have eschewed the idea that it can act as a unified actor (see Grzybowski
2006). While many praise the open structure of the WSF (Whitaker
2004; Teivainen 2004), others have become increasingly dissatisfied
precisely because of this structure, which—in their view—allows only for
idiosyncratic self-presentation and fails to generate political decisions

or actions. For example, Hardt (2002: 113) characterized the first WSF
20




SociaL Forums As PusLIC STAGE AND INFRASTRUCTURE OF GLOBAL JUSTICE MOVEMENTS

as “perhaps too happy, too celebratory,” while another critic bemoaned
the WSFs and ESFs (European Social Forums) as a “self-congratulatory
spectacle” (Levidow 2004). Thus far, all attempts to transform the WSF
into a more coherent political force have failed or were rejected from the
outset by the majority in the International Council. The greatest obstacle
is certainly the sheer number and the heterogeneity of participants with
their different cultures, ideological leanings, priorities, and strategies.

The situation at more localized levels is difficult to gauge. It seems to
differ enormously depending on the location. In general, however, the
chances of using the Social Forums to coordinate more coherent collec-
tive action are greater at more localized scales than at the world level,
due to the more personal and more continuous interactions between
key activists. The introduction and spread of local People’s Movement
Assemblies in the context of the U.S. Social Forum may contribute to
this process (Smith and Doerr, Chapter 18).

Creaning A COMMON IDENTITY

Like many movements, GJMs are fairly clear about what they do not want.
There is no doubt that they reject all forms of inhumanity, exploitation,
and racism. Taking such a stance, however, does not imply that one has
created a collective identity. First, such positions have been promoted
by many “progressive” movements in the past not recognized as ances-
tors of today’s G]Ms. Second, some of these aims are also promoted by
groups that G]Ms would perceive as their opponents rather than allies.
Consider the rhetoric of the World Economic Forum that underlines
its commitment to humanitarian values. When it comes to defining the
“unwanted,” the lowest common denominator of GJMs is their opposition
to neoliberal globalization (Rucht 2003). It is not by chance that G]Ms use
such a vague term as neoliberal globalization (or the Washington Consensus).
This vague signifier allows different ideological tendencies to interpret it
as best suits their organizational preoccupations and thematic priorities.
To replace neoliberal globalization with the term capitalism or imperialism
would risk alienating some groups. While many GJM activists define
themselves as anticapitalist, many others do not. These latter groups op-
pose an excessive and ruthless capitalism, but not capitalism per se. It is
this difference that marks the deepest and potentially most consequential
cleavage among GJMs—a cleavage from which many internal and external
conflicts around more specific questions can be derived. One stream
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among GJMs wants to abolish international financial institutions like
the WTO, while another advocates reform. These same debates marked
other movements throughout history, including labor movements since
the early twentieth century.

The WSF’s prioritizing of “open space” (Wallerstein 2004; Whit
aker 2004) over the establishment of common priorities and strategies
fuels dissatisfaction, especially among radical groups. These groups
complained that plenary speakers at the 2002 WSF did not reflect
the (allegedly more radical) view of many participants, and in 2003
that strategy was not a major issue. Internal conflicts already became
visible during the first WSF, when some activists destroyed Monsanto
Corporation’s experimental genetically modified plantation. In 2002,
radical groups even organized a separate march against the “reform-
ist WSEF” parallel to the opening session. These conflicts escalated at
the 2004 WSF when the Indian-led Organizing Committee was not
able or did not want to integrate many of the radical groups, which
then held their own gatherings. One such gathering was the People’s
Movement Encounter II; the larger one was called Mumbai Resistance
and, according to reports, involved 310 political movements. The
ESF in London in 2004 was also marked by a separate and physically
distinct autonomous space, organized by groups that were critical of
the main Forum organizers. However, the ESF in Athens and other
Forums have physically incorporated some “autonomous spaces,” ac-
commodating radicals’ strategy of keeping “one foot in and one foot
out” of the WSF process.

Partly related to the division between moderates and radicals are
contrasting views about organizational structures. In the language of the
activists, this is the tension between the “verticals” and the “horizontals”
(see also Wood, Chapter 16). The former, some of whom still embrace
Marxist concepts of class struggle and revolution, tend towards hierar-
chical structures. Such a tendency can be found among some moderate
groups as well, including more formally structured NGOs. In contrast,
the “horizontals” promote a more decentralized structure, emphasiz-
ing the autonomy of individuals and groups, the necessity for network
structures, and the value of “open spaces” (see also Nunes 2005a). The
relative influence of verticals and horizontals varies over time and place.
It seems that in the ESFs, especially in the London meeting in 2004, the
verticals were most influential, while in the United States and Canada
the horizontal tendency prevails.
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Keepine THE MOMENTUM

These internal problems and conflicts are known to insiders, but are
less familiar to the larger public. Organizers and many participants view
the WSF as an impressive, peaceful, and colorful event—a meeting place
for the peoples of the world. It is appealing to the mass media, which
tends to be bored by ritualized summits of elder statesmen in suits
who, at best, issue dry declarations with little that surprises. With the
remarkable exception of North America, the WSF process has attracted
much attention from many journalists. For instance, the 2006 meeting
in Caracas—just one of three “polycentric” meetings that year—was at-
tended by almost 5,000 journalists (Brand 2006). Whether such media
attention translates into political impact, though, is a topic worthy of
further investigation. Over time, it may well be that the WSF is becoming
a routine event whose appeal to the outside world will fade. Such a trend
can be clearly observed for the European Social Forum (Teune 2009).

Critiques of the WSF expressed from the very beginning continue
today. Organizations like the transnational peasant network, Via
Campesina, have voiced frustration with meetings that do not result
in concrete actions. Sympathetic observers of the Social Forum process
express similar worries. One of them is “skeptical about the usefulness
of the civil society blah-blah-blah” and identifies a “depoliticizing ten-
dency” (Teivainen 2007: 69 and 77). Nevertheless, one cannot rule out
the possibility that the WSF process, including the numerous regional
and local Social Forums, might become a tool for bringing different
movements closer together.

SIGNIFICANCE AND PrOSPECTS OF SociAL FOrRUMS

The WSFs have become a major focal point for GJMs. According to one
observer, the WSF “is making striking contributions to the reinvention
of global politics” (Grzybowski 2006: 12). According to another, it is “one
of the most significant civil and political initiatives of the past several
decades, perhaps of this past century” (Sen 2004: xxi). While this may
be an overstatement, one has to acknowledge that in some instances the
WSF could attract even more public attention than the rival events of the
elitist World Economic Forum. According to its slogan “Another World
Is Possible,” the WSF reminds the public that the existing economic,
political, and social order is not inevitable, and that many groups are
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coming together around concrete visions of alternatives and plans for
their realization. Getting public attention, however, is not the primary
concern of the WSFE.

As a large gathering, the WSF basically serves two functions. First, it
helps strengthen bonds within and across the movements, raising hopes,
energizing many participants, linking large numbers of issues and groups,
and creating an overarching identity of the WSF as a meeting place for
global civil society.

Second, the WSF and regional Social Forums have become more than
merely a series of annual or semiannual gatherings. A more stable infra-
structure has come into existence and serves as a node of information,
communication, and organization of different kinds of movements acting
on different levels. At the global level, the International Council carries
out this role, and at the European level European Preparatory Assemblies
(EPAs) help reinforce and implement important lessons about how to
organize around the World Social Forum principles. These bodies, along
with more specialized organizations and networks such as the volunteer
interpreter group known as Babels and networks of communications
technology experts, help institutionalize the WSF process and contribute
to the progressive advancement of knowledge and skills in transnational
organizing (see Doerr, Chapter 17; Smith and Doerr, Chapter 18).

At subcontinental and national levels, a variety of organizational forms
exist that are difficult to summarize. Yet, it is clear that occasional regional
gatherings are gradually being complemented by more permanent coordi-
nating structures. While the initial purpose of such structures was to enable
further meetings, they have gradually taken on some of the ongoing work
of coordinating and steering movement processes within a given territo-
rial scope. The WSF serves as a key reference point and guide for Forums
operating at more localized levels, but it is neither willing nor capable of
steering and controlling them. It is likely that this reference point will
lead to greater structural homogeneity. From the local to the continental
levels, Forum organizers, especially in matters of value conflict, refer to the
Charter of Porto Alegre, reflect on the development of the WSF process,
and discuss the International Council’s work.

Despite its apparent success, the WSF faces a variety of problems. It
attracts both external and internal criticism regarding its organizational
and financial background, structure, range of participants, and—most
importantly—its unwillingness or incapacity to engage in strategic deci-
sion making and joint political intervention. These conflicts indicate
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internal cleavages that, in the long run, may obstruct the emergence
of a common identity as a “movement of movements” (Mertes 2004).
Even if the Forums were to experience further growth, they are faced
with three challenges in the long term: heterogeneity, routinization and
ritualization, and the call for constructive solutions.

HETEROGENETY

Tensions and cleavages are common in social movements. But while an
issue-specific movement has more specific targets and opponents and
is marked by relatively intense interactions (i.e., factors that help bridge
ideological and strategic cleavages), the plethora of GJMs linkages is not
dense and many are merely symbolic. One of these symbolic links is
indeed the WSF. The variety of issues and the heterogeneity of political
ideologies, social bases, and cultural backgrounds means that GJMs have
not (or at least not yet) been transformed into a coherent movement,
although most activists and many observers refer to it in the singular.
For better or worse, they are far from representing a single overarching
movement. While some organizers, especially from various leftist parties,
still dream of creating a coherent global movement and want the WSF
to become a unified actor, such an idea is deliberately rejected by the
majority. Many activists in the WSF process view diversity and decentral-
ization as assets rather than a burden. They argue that the acceptance of
diversity and the creation of “tolerant identities” (della Porta 2005a) re-
duces the pressure to conform to certain ideological, organizational, and
strategic models, encouraging both more durable networks and greater
innovation. The WSF promotes participatory horizontal structures—as
opposed to vertical structures based on delegation. Yet such diversity
and horizontality risk diverting movements’ energies, diminishing their
capacities to collaborate, expand, and deepen their impact on national
and global agendas and policies.

Rourtine

Over time, the WSFs and more localized Forums are losing their novelty
and becoming matters of routine and ritualization. While routiniza-
tion may be an asset because it builds on prior knowledge and avoids
problematizing the same issues time and again, it can reduce both the
excitement of participants and the interest of the mass media. Such a
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situation tends to increase competition among social movement organiza-
tions seeking public recognition and resources from constituencies. This
process goes hand in hand with a trend towards the “NGO-ization” and
institutionalization of movement groups. Nevertheless, it is important not
to make sweeping generalizations, as we might expect regional variations
as well as active attempts by organizers to avoid such outcomes (Smith,
Karides, et al. 2007).

Probably more consequential than routinization is the moderation
of activists’ claims where partial success is achieved. Such moderation
can also deepen internal cleavages by energizing the radical fringe. For
example, differential responses of established institutions, whereby
“legitimate” protest groups are granted limited concessions aimed at
preemption and co-optation, “radical” groups are excluded and face
discrimination and criminalization. This exacerbates divisions within
movements.

ProprosaLs

A third challenge for the Social Forum process is the quest for construc-
tive proposals. After a period of relatively few internal conflicts, owed
largely to the total autonomy of issue-based movements and the preoc-
cupation of defining what they oppose, GJMs are increasingly confronted
with the challenge of moving beyond talk to action. Both from within
and without, they are called on to clarify how “another world” might
look, and what it will take to achieve this. Again, this challenge is likely
to bring internal conflicts to the fore, deepening the cleavage between
reformists and radicals. This cleavage, however, is less apparent if one
concentrates on the People’s Movement Assemblies that take place at
the end of many larger Social Forums. These assemblies, sometimes
gathering thousands of participants, are spaces designed to address the
tension between open space and action within the WSF process. It is
here that groups work together to articulate and put forward declarations
and calls for collective action.

CONCLUSION

While the factors above are likely to weaken the movements, other factors
work in the opposite direction, thereby resulting in closer cooperation
among movements and increased mobilization capacity. Such factors are

26




SociaL Forums As PusLIC STAGE AND INFRASTRUCTURE OF GLOBAL JUSTICE MOVEMENTS

(1) the growing relevance and urgency of transnational problems and re-
lated international politics; (2) the vast potential of Southern movements’
continued growth; (3) the facilitating role of communication technology
(particularly the Internet) as a tool for transnational cooperation and
mobilization; and (4) the ability of many groups to learn from previous
negative experiences and schisms. Many groups, though not all, have
learned to embrace diversity and to accept “multiple belongings and
flexible identities” (della Porta 2005), while at the same time avoiding an
attitude of “anything goes.” The Social Forum process is an important
contribution in this respect. In a way, it helps to overcome the limits of
both traditional NGOs aiming to get a seat at the negotiation table and
more radical elements that eschew all forms of institutionalized politics.
While the role of Social Forums may be limited to serving as a stage and
infrastructure, the challenge for GJMs generally is to create a capacity
for strategic intervention while at the same time maintaining diversity.

NOTES

1. Similar to the concept of the so-called new social movement I refer
to the GJMs as a plurality of movements that belong to the same movement
family (see della Porta and Rucht 1995).

2. For example, the movements focusing on slavery, workers’ rights,
women’s rights, and peace in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Truly transnational groups and associations were formed since the second half
of the nineteenth century (Boli and Thomas 1999; Rucht 2001; Sikkink and
Smith 2002; Bauerkimper and Gumb 2010). For overviews on more recent
transnational movement activity, see della Porta, Kriesi, and Rucht 1999; An-
dretta et al. 2003; Amoore 2005; Tarrow 2005; Smith 2004a and 2007; Smith
et al. 2008; and della Porta 2005b, 2007, 2009a, and 2009b.

3. The initiative was by Brazilian groups. Besides ATTAC, it was
supported by Associacio Brasileira de Organizacdes nio Governamentais
(ABONG, a Brazilian NGO), Comissio Brasileira de Justica e Paz (CBJP,
the Brazilian Committee for Peace and Justice), Associacdo Brasileira de
Empresarios pela Cidadania (CIVES, Brazilian Business Association for
Citizenship), Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT, Unified Workers’ Cen-
tral), Instituto Brasileiro de Analises Sociais e Econdmicas (IBASE, Brazilian
Institute for Social and Economic Analysis), Justica Global (C]JB, Center for
Global Justice), and Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST,
Landless Workers Movement).

4. The Indian approach was more inclusive than the Brazilian one had
been. The India General Council (IGC) was the central decision-making body
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“open to all social movements and organizations that are committed to the WSF
Charter of principles.” It had 135 members which nominated 67 organizations
representing the wide range of IGC groups to the India Working Committee,
which was responsible for formulating policy guidelines. The India Organising
Committee of 45 individuals was the executive body largely responsible for the
work of organizing the 2004 WSF.

5. The Organizing Committee was made up of 23 organizations divided
into 8 working groups, which included: Spaces, Solidarity and Popular Econ-
omy, Environment and Sustainability, Culture, Translation, Communication,
Mobilization, and Free Software (linked to the Communication work group).

6. Material support in Porto Alegre comes mainly from the domestic
and regional Workers’ Party and a number of commercial enterprises in Brazil.
This stands in stark contrast to most other Social Forums especially at the
national level. In the United States, for example, “the vast majority of the work
is unpaid.” Paid staff in the U.S. National Planning Committee was “under
15 in the second USSF [U.S. Social Forum] and just 1 for the first” (written
communication by Jackie Smith).

7. The Manifesto of Porto Alegre, issued by 19 prominent intellectuals
active in the WSF process, generated extensive controversy since it was seen
as attempting to speak on behalf of the WSF, contradicting the Charter of
Principles. The Bamako Appeal was strongly influenced by a handful of French
intellectuals.

8. Permission to participate was denied to a member of the FARC in
2001, although the individual was not physically hindered from doing so. Again
in 2002, representatives of the FARC were not allowed to participate.

9. A categorization of the members in 2006 shows that multi-issue (33),
human rights (14), trade union (14), and civic rights (13) groups are the most
common. Regarding the areas, 49 groups are truly international, followed by
17 from Latin America, 6 from Africa, and 5 from Europe. The remainder
come from other regions or could not be classified.
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CHAPTER 2

(IN) FERTILE GROUND?

SociAL Forum AcTivisM IN ITs REGIONAL AND LoCAL
DIMENSIONS

Peter (Jay) Smith and Elizabeth Smythe

When the first World Social Forum met in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in
January 2001 to challenge neoliberal globalization by claiming
“Another World Is Possible,” few would have predicted the rapid growth
in the number of activists at what became an annual global event. Nor
would they have foreseen the proliferation of Forums from very local
to regional, national, and continental ones (Glasius and Timms 2006).
While impressive, this expansion of Social Forum activism has been
uneven, both in terms of who participates in Forum activism and in
where subglobal Forums emerge. This chapter explores Social Forum
mechanisms that account for geographic variation in the global diffusion
of this innovative form of collective action.

The study of social movement innovation has emphasized the mecha-
nisms by which innovations spread. Less attention has been paid to

We would like to acknowledge the research assistance of Rita Espechit Braga. A
portion of this research was funded by Athabasca University. Earlier versions of this
article were presented at the North American Social Forum Workshop at the Joan B.
Kroc International Institute for Peace Studies at Notre Dame University, November
10, 2006, and at the International Studies Association Annual Convention, Chicago,
March 1, 2007. The authors would like to thank Scott Byrd, Ellen Reese, and Jackie
Smith for their helpful suggestions and comments.
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questions of why it takes root in some places and not others (Soule 2004).
The shift of scale in collective action from the local to the global has also
been a focus of analysis (Tarrow and McAdam 2005) but not how global
collective action stimulates forms of globally informed local activism.
Moreover, those studying the global justice movement (GJM) and the
WSF have emphasized questions of who is excluded and included in its
processes, its innovative structure, and internal tensions (Juris 2008b).
The role of place and context in shaping the nature of Social Forum
activism at various levels or scales has been less of a focus.! Why Social
Forum activism spreads from global to local Forums and the transmis-
sion mechanisms by which this occurs need to be investigated.

We begin with a description of the pattern of Social Forum activism
we found in 2006 and discuss explanations for why it has been adopted
more extensively in some places than others. Then through descriptions
of Social Forums at various levels, we try to understand the role of place
and political opportunity structures (Meyer 2004) in providing fertile
ground for these innovations. We do not provide definitive explanations
of why and how Social Forum activism does, or does not, embed itself in
every place and space but rather raise questions that future case studies
might address.

MEeTtHODS AND DATA ON SociaL Forum DiFrusioN

Data on numbers and origins of participants at WSF events are drawn
from the WSF Secretariat and other reports. For other Social Forum
activity we tried to find all those events and processes that self-identified
as a Social Forum or referenced the WSF or other Forums, such as the
European Social Forum (ESF). The search included listings contained
in the online Bulletin of the WSF, a search of the Internet using trans-
lated key words in English, Spanish, French, Portuguese, and Italian,
supplemented by secondary sources describing Forums and other map-
ping efforts and studies (Glasius and Timms 2006). We classified the
geographic scale ranging from the global to the local as follows:

1. Global

2. Intercontinental
3. Continental

4. Regional

5. National
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6. Subnational
7. Local

The local level included urban areas and even neighborhoods within
large urban areas. Language and other data limits means that some Social
Forums may have been missed, especially those without online access,
particularly in the Middle East and East Asia. We are thus providing a
partial view, a snapshot in time.

Social Forums vary in goals and structures. Some form ongoing net
works, with meetings and online exchanges, while others are oriented
to organizing a discrete Forum event. Data included both types, along
with the number and range of themes or issues addressed. Single-theme
Forums (i.e., on migration) have become more common since 2001,
as have Forums organized around identity, for example, Indigenous
peoples. Over 600 events and organizations for which a minimum of
information was available were identified. Of those, 411 were coded for
details about the event or organization. The balance had incomplete or
partial information.

Table 2.1 shows the geographic distribution of participants in the
2005 WSF in Porto Alegre, Brazil. Although attendance has grown
from 20,000 in 2001 to over 150,000 by 2005, we can see that proximity
clearly remains a factor in who participates in the global event. In 2005
most attendees came from surrounding regions, reflecting distance and
travel costs.

Similarly, at Forums held in Caracas, Venezuela, and Bamako, Mali,
in 2006 between 65 and 72 percent of participants were nationals of

Table 2.1 WSF 2005 Participants by Geographical Origin

Continent National Origin Percent
Total Participants 92,281 100.0
Brazil 73,856 80.0
Rest of the world 18,425 20.0
Latin America (without Brazil) 8,083 8.8
Europe 4,154 4.5
USA/Canada 2,376 2.6
Asia 2,266 2.5
Africa 1,474 1.6
Oceana 72 0.1

Source: IBASE (2006)— World Social Forum: An X-Ray of Participation in the Poly-
centric Forum 2006. Datais based on 59.5 percent of those registered for the WSF.
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the host country, and 90 percent came from the continent where the
respective Forum was held (IBASE, 2006).

Still, WSF events consistently attract participants from over 100
countries—132 in 2005 (WSF Secretariat). Those coming from a distance
tend to be fewer and drawn from groups or classes that have access to
resources and time to attend such events. However, the pattern of at-
tendance at global events cannot be accounted for solely by distance or
cost, as Table 2.2 indicates.

If only distance mattered, why would participants from France out
number Mexicans at the Venezuelan Forum and those from Germany
at the Mali Forum? Even more puzzling is why U.S. participation was
lower than that of Canadians at the Mali Forum. Other factors must
help account for this, including the relative strength of the Social Forum
process in each country.

[lustrating global variation in the vibrancy of the WSF process,
Figure 2.1 displays patterns of Social Forum events and organization
across continents.

The numbers in Figure 2.1 further highlight that continental Europe—
particularly France, Italy, and South America, especially Brazil—have
been Social Forum hotbeds. Africa and North America follow, and Asia
and Oceania were host to the fewest Social Forums and Social Forum
organizations. A similar pattern emerges when we look at Social Forum
organizations or networks.

Table 2.2 Polycentric WSFs 2006 by Nationality of Participant

Countries % Countries %

Venezuela 65.0 Mali 72.3
Columbia 10.8 Guinea 3.7
Brazil 5.5 Senegal 2.0
Argentina 4.1 Nigeria 1.7
Chile 2.1 Burkino Faso 1.6
Mexico 0.3 France 3.3
France 0.7 South Africa 1.0
Germany 0.3 Germany 0.1
United States 2.2 United States 0.2
Canada 0.9 Canada 0.5
Other countries 13.9 Other countries 13.6

Source: IBASE (2006)— World Social Forum: An X-Ray of Participation in the Poly-
centric Forum 2006, Caracas and Bamako chapters (www.ibase.br).
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Figure 2.1 Number of Social Forum Events
and Organizations by Region

Numbers of events and organizations engaged in Social Forum
planning do not, however, reflect the numbers of participants who are
involved in the process in each region. While our data are limited, we do
know that attendance varies widely from Forums in Africa with only a
few hundred participants, even for continental events, to neighborhood
Forums in cities such as Sao Paolo, Brazil, which draw tens of thousands
of participants.

Figure 2.2 displays the geographic scale of Social Forums. We can see
that the major growth in Social Forums is taking place at more local-
ized scales. Over half of the Social Forums since 2001 took place at the
national or subnational levels.

ExpPLAINING PATTERNS OF SociaL FORuM ACTIVISM

The patterns we have uncovered lead us to ask what precipitates Social
Forum activism. Corporate globalization has impacted every area of the
globe, albeit unevenly, ranging from the loss or growing precariousness
of employment to cuts in social services, environmental degradation,
and a variety of human rights violations. Why does the response differ
in terms of where Social Forum activism occurs!
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*Data cover the range from January 2001 through December 2006.

Studies of diffusion (Soule 2004; Chabot 2000) identify direct and
indirect processes of transmission of innovative movement practices.
Direct channels include social networks through which communication,
the transfer of resources and ideas, occurs from transmitters to adopters.
Indirect channels include the adopter developing a sense of shared identity
(perhaps involving a master frame?) with a more passive transmitter and/
or becoming aware of these practices through agents such as the media.

But successful diffusion depends upon favorable political environments
as well as actors. Which practices are successfully diffused and how they
become locally embedded and adapted are complex questions requiring
attention to place and the context of adoption. Given that Social Forum
events require organizational capacity—including interorganizational
networks, resources, and the space to resist—suggests that the political
opportunity structure (McAdam 1996)* at the national or subnational
level, the mobilization of resources, and the strength of existing social
movements will be important factors. Regions peripheral to centers of
power in the global system typically lack extensive resources for popular
mobilization and face a stronger likelihood of repression (Smith 2004a).
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Thus, the relative absence of both resources and political opportunities
may account for the lack of Social Forum activism in Africa, Asia, and the
Middle East, in comparison, for example, to Europe or South America.

Direct transmitters of the WSF process, most notably the Interna-
tional Council (IC) of the WSEF, can attempt to overcome some of these
structural obstacles and encourage or facilitate the organization of
continental, thematic, and local Forums. Indeed, the inclusive orient
ing principles of the WSF process have inspired this sort of activity in
underrepresented regions throughout the WSF’s history. Information,
financial resources (some from foundations and NGOs), and technical
assistance were provided in the context of decisions to move global WSF
events to Mumbai, India, in 2004; cities in Africa, South America, and
Asia in 2006; and Nairobi, Kenya, in 2007. All were intended to expand
opportunities for those in the regions to participate in a WSF, but also
to stimulate the growth of regional and local activism networks.

The development of Social Forums is also tied to global events or
organizations. Pianta (2005) argues that the United Nations World Sum-
mits facilitated the development of transnational civil society networks
and helped spread the organizing technologies that now permeate the
WSF process. Key meetings of international institutions (WTO, IMF, G8)
seen to embody neoliberalism have also stimulated forms of resistance
that have, in turn, shaped the WSF process. Other channels of direct
diffusion include individual activists who attended a WSF or continental
event and returned home to “report back” to their group or network.
Inspired or stimulated by their experience, they attempted to create a
local process or event. Sometimes local or national networks were staging
Forum-like events to protest neoliberalism before the WSF emerged, but
then transformed themselves into Social Forums after the fact. Because
this reflects a shared identification with the WSF process, we consider
this an example of indirect diffusion. But transmission of ideas and net-
works does not guarantee diffusion, nor are practices uniformly adopted.
We illustrate this with multilevel cases drawn from various continents
that look at both broad patterns of Social Forum activism.

SociaL Forums IN THE NORTH: NORTH AMERICA

Few Social Forum events have been held in North America compared to
Europe and South America. Even within North America there is varia-
tion. Despite having one-tenth the population, Canada has had a similar
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number of subnational Social Forums (20) as the United States (21). In
contrast, only five Social Forums have been held in Mexico. Two of these
were not Mexican events per se, the 2003 Cancun “Peoples Forum for
an Alternative to the WTO” and the 2006 Southwest Border Forum.
A large-scale event was held in the Zocalo in Mexico City as part of the
global day of decentralized WSF actions in January 2008.

Attendance at global WSF events reflects similar trends. Data show that
U.S. citizens and Canadians outnumber Mexicans attending global WSF
events, in Canada’s case rising from over 250 in 2003 to almost 700 in 2005
(Conway 2006; Hadden and Tarrow 2007a). Canadians participating in the
2005 Youth Camp outnumbered those from the United States and Mexico.
Although Mexico is proximate to Venezuela, site of the 2006 polycentric
Social Forum, only 0.3 percent of the participants were Mexican, while 0.9
percent and 2.2 percent, respectively, came from Canada and the United
States (see Table 2.2). Participants from Argentina, much further away
than Mexico, but where the Social Forum tradition is stronger, composed
4.1 percent of participants. Mexico would seem to be a natural home for
the Social Forum process since, as Wallerstein notes, the Zapatistas “have
remained an iconic movement with the WSF, a sort of inspirational force”
(2008: 3). For example, the Abruzzo Social Forum in Italy, itself a catalyst
for other local Italian Social Forums, mentions Chiapas 22 times and Za-
patistas 16 times on its website (Abruzzo Social Forum 2006).

The curious dearth of Social Forums in Mexico lies in the complexi-
ties of state-society relations, the strengths and weaknesses of collective
actors, and the state of political activism. Mexico is fragmented by region,
the richer north versus the poorer center and south; by class; and by
ethnicity/indigeneity. The Left is also divided (Quintana 2006; La Botz
2006; Icaza 2008%). The Zapatistas’ refusal to endorse Lépez Obrado of
the Party of the Democratic Revolution in the 2006 presidential cam-
paign or participate electorally in favor of the “the other campaign” to
mobilize the excluded was criticized by others on the left for sectarian-
ism and contributing to the victory of the rightwing National Action
Party’s (PAN) candidate Felipe Calderdn. All this occurred in a context
of repression and violence inhibiting grassroots organizing and social
protest. Social Forum organizing in Mexico faces more obstacles and
restrictive political opportunity structures than in some other Latin
American and European countries.

What factors account for variations in Social Forum activism in
Canada and the United States? In Canada there are significant differ-
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ences between English Canadian and Quebec Social Forum activism
attributable to differences in state-society relations, political opportunity
structures, nationalism, and the role of civil actors such as unions. For
most English Canadian activists in the 1980s and 1990s, free trade
and neoliberal globalization represented a threat to Canadian identity
and sovereignty. For civil society forces in Quebec, including the labor
movement, globalization and free trade, in contrast, represented an op-
portunity to promote their nationalist project (Dufour 2003).

At the federal level in English Canada, state-society relations were
reengineered during this period by successive neoliberal governments
reframing citizens as consumers, thus reducing political opportunity
structures for civil society actors leading to a “decline of the domestic
nation-state as the site of democratic contestation” (Smith 2005: 180).
In Quebec when opposition to neoliberal globalization emerged in the
late 1990s against the Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI),
political opportunity structures at the provincial level remained open.
Even as activists questioned the Parti Quebecois stance on free trade and
globalization, the government continued to promote an international
presence, including NGOs supportive of the WSF process such as the
Quebecbased development organization Alternatives. According to
Dufour and Conway (Chapter 14), with such support 80 percent of the
700 Canadian WSF 2005 participants came from Quebec, including a
sizable youth contingent. Youth have been instrumental in diffusing the
social process to Quebec.

Nothing analogous has occurred in English-speaking Canada. Large
anticorporate NGOs, such as the Council of Canadians, and national
unions have been very visible at the global WSFs, but less so in the So-
cial Forum process in English Canada, thus depriving it of considerable
energy and resources (Conway 2006).

The United States has had 21 Social Forums including the U.S. Social
Forum in June/July 2007.> Subnational Forums appear in a narrow band
of the Northeast and Midwest, centers of a more progressive political
tradition. That, however, does not explain Social Forum absence in the
coastal U.S. Northwest. A Northwest Forum planned for October 2004
collapsed “when First Nations participation withdrew, citing conflicts
over the pace and nature of decision making” (Conway 2006: 10).

The Northwest Social Forum’s inability to negotiate the tricky shoals
of identity politics (Center for Communication and Civic Engagement
2007) offers a clue to the absence of more Social Forums in the United
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States. Identity politics also marked the Midwest Social Forum, which
was founded in 1983 as a yearly, largely white, Midwest Radical Scholars
and Activists Conference and renamed “RadFest” in the late 1990s. It
engaged in activities of challenging neoliberalism well before the WSF,
and organizers adopted the name Midwest Social Forum in 2003 as
the WSF’s influence spread. In 2005, concerned that it was too white,
it changed from a centralized, hierarchical model to a more grassroots
one composed of a minimum of 60 percent people of color and 60
percent women and representative “with respect to class, age, sexual
orientation, ability, issue focus, and ideological or strategic perspective”
(Becker 2006).6

Similarly the Boston Social Forum, held in July 2004, created a large
multiracial network (Pramas 2004) of over 50 environmental, peace, hu-
man rights, civil rights, neighborhood, and women’s organizations and
attracted 5,000 participants, 300 organizations, and 600 events. The
Boston Social Forum and the Midwest Social Forum together suggest
that location is very important (both are areas of progressive politics), as
well as a grassroots organization reflective of the diversity of left politics
in the area. The weakness of the Social Forum process in the United
States is also linked to the changing political opportunity structure in
that country following 9/11 and the rise of a politics of fear (Juris 2007,
Hadden and Tarrow 2007a; Donohue 2004). Also, the tendency of the
U.S. global justice movement to “emphasize mass protests ... with no
continuing grassroots mobilization and the lack of strong leftist parties
in the U.S.” (Juris 2007: 5) limited the organizational capacity of the Left
to effectively plan and hold Social Forums. The virtual invisibility of
the Social Forum process in the tightly concentrated U.S. mass media
also may have contributed to the lack of Social Forums. However, the
U.S. Social Forums in 2007 in Atlanta and in 2010 in Detroit were at-
tended by an estimated 12,000-15,000 and over 18,000 participants,
respectively, suggesting that the WSF process may be gaining traction
there over time.

SociaL Forums IN Europre! FRENCH AND lTaLiAN CONNECTIONS

In contrast to North America, we saw a huge number of Forums and
considerable cross-national variation in France and Italy. France followed
the discrete event model of Social Forums, while Italian Forums oper-
ated more as a process or network, as did some Forums in the United
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Kingdom. One explanation may lie in the extent to which Social Forum
innovations are compatible, or resonate with, local experiences, ideas,
movements, and organizations. The role of the Association for the Taxa-
tion of Financial Transactions for the Aid of Citizens (ATTAC), a key
founding member of the WSF and influential in France (Waters 2004),
may account for what Callincos calls a reformist Social Forum movement
there. He identifies two other forms of European Social Forum activism,
a radical one in which the Communist Party in Italy (PRC), the Ligue
Communiste Révolutionnaire in France, and the Socialist Workers’ Party
in Britain play a role, and a horizontal, or autonomist strain, dominated
by new social movements closer to the horizontalist tendency found in
Social Forums (Lee 2004; Juris 2008b).

French and Italian Forum experiences illustrate differences in trans-
mission and the role of political opportunity structures. The French
disposition against globalization and the embracing of the Social Forum
process is evident at regional (department) and local levels where our
data indicate the existence of at least 46 Social Forums since 2002.
The Gironde Social Forum (GSF), however, claims that in 2005 there
were, by their count, over 100 local Social Forums throughout France
(GSF 2006). Of the five Social Forums we profiled in detail, four had
close links with ATTAC: the Alpes Maritime Social Forum, the GSF,
Pays Nantais Local Social Forum, and the Region 89 (L’ Yonne) Social
Forum. Any discussion of Social Forum activism in France and the
creation of the WSF and other European Forums must address the
role of ATTAC.

ATTAC was formed in 1998 after an editorial in Le Monde Diploma-
tique by Ignacio Ramonet called for the creation of an organization to
support the regulation of global finance capital and advocate for a tax
on international financial exchanges that would support social and hu-
man rights. Le Monde Diplomatique director Bernard Cassen later helped
found the WSF. Over 40 ATTAC chapters held the founding assembly
of their network in June 2003 (Kolb 2005). Sommier and Combes claim
“the global justice movement is largely associated with one organization,
ATTAC” (2007: 108). ATTAC’s more reformist position and influence
in France are due in part to the more open opportunity structure in
from 1998 to 2002 with a cohabitationist government and the Social-
ist Party dominating parliament. The influence of public intellectuals
in France and ATTAC’s link to Le Monde Diplomatique and socialist
intellectuals gave it extraordinary influence, including obtaining state
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funding for the 2003 European Social Forum in Paris. Even after 2002,
the Gaullistled government was unwilling to fully open France’s doors
to neoliberal globalization.

France’s impressive Social Forum record is overshadowed by Italy’s,
which by 2006 had 227 entities identifying themselves as Social Forums.
The hosting of the G8 summit in 2001 in Genoa and the first European
Social Forum in Florence in 2002 had a role in the development of Social
Forum activism (della Porta 2003: 11; Andretta and Mosca 2004; Reiter
etal. 2007). However, this does not fully explain the variation in impact
of such stimuli, since Britain has had both G8 summits and an ESF in
London, yet little sustained Social Forum activism resulted. Clearly the
ground was more fertile in Italy and France.

In the case of Genoa, even before the decision of the WSF’s IC to
encourage regional Forums, Italian organizers of the countersummit had
called it a Social Forum (Glasius 2005). Many Italian Forums referenced
the Genoa and Florence events on their websites. These Forums were
modeled on types of direct, deliberative democracy. Data indicate that
the majority of participants could be described as autonomists, alienated
by traditional representative politics and parties (della Porta 2003: 12).
Italy’s political opportunity structure changed with the collapse of the
party system in the early 1990s, which liberated many organizations from
party allegiance and served as a catalyst to the rise of a more independent
and autonomist Left (Reiter et al. 2007).

The autonomists strongly supported the Social Forum process and
were at odds with the more vertically oriented radical elements within
the organizing committees. Some claim this was a factor in the rather
swift decline of the local Social Forum process in Italy.” This conflict is
reflected in the Rome Social Forum in 2002 where there was a “revolt”
because the Coordinating Group was “prioritizing efficiency over dis-
cussion.”® The Social Forum process in Italy quickly mushroomed but
lasted for a shorter period than elsewhere.

SociaL FOrRuMS IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH: SOUTH
AMERICA Bevonp tHE WSF

South America is the other major center of Social Forum activism, led
by Brazil and Chile in terms of numbers of Social Forums. Four WSFs
were held in Brazil, and it has also been the site for over 20 thematic
Forums, several transboundary regional Forums, 24 subnational Forums,
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and 2 national Social Forums. Given that several Brazilian organizations
and activists were founding members of the WSF, this level of activism
is not surprising. The links between the WSF, its Brazilian committee,
and Social Forum activism are clear. How Social Forums have taken
root, especially in affluent states, also reflects the changing political op-
portunity structure with local and national openings on the Left and the
strong support that leftist parties and other organizations have provided.

The earliest subnational Forums were held in the state of Minais
Gerais, heart of the populous (over 20 million) industrialized southeast.
Place is reflected in the themes, attendance, and resources locals drew
upon, and in the mix of social movements, unions, NGOs, churches,
political parties, and supportive government entities controlled by
the Worker’s Party (PT). The roots of the Forum Social Mineiro are
linked to the WSF and efforts to organize for the first WSF resulting
in a 100-person delegation to Porto Alegre in 2001. This group also
organized the first Forum Social Mineiro in September 2001 followed
by others in 2002, 2004, and 2005. Like many of the early Forums in
Brazil, the Forum Social Mineiro hosted actions and campaigns oppos-
ing the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Its open acceptance
of participation by political parties in the organizing of the Forum also
reflects the omnipresent role of parties in the Social Forum process in
the region (despite WSF principles) and the close relationship of leftist
parties emanating from the movements (Santos 2004).

The first national Brazilian Social Forum in Belo Horizonte in No-
vember 2003 built upon the experiences of the Forum Social Mineiro.
The council for the Brazilian Social Forum is part of the WSF Brazil
Council and represents a range of organizations including unions, such
as Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUT) and the Landless Workers’
Movement, Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST). The
first Brazilian Social Forum had 15,000 registered participants with 1,200
organizations and over 300 activities organized around three themes:
“Imperialism (the FTAA and external dependence)”; “The Brazil that we
have and the Brazil that we want”; and “The state and social movements.”

The second Brazilian Social Forum in April 2006 also followed
a subnational Forum held in the same location, in this instance the
Northeastern Social Forum held in Recife in 2004. A different mix of
participants reflected the region’s poverty and historic settlement by for-
mer slaves. The organization of Afro-Brazilians, UNEGRO, had over 150

representatives and was organized around a single theme, a discussion
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of the “political and institutional experiences in Brazil in the past few
years” reflecting the corruption scandals of the Lula government and the
upcoming election (Brazilian Social Form http://www.fsb.org.br). Press
coverage referred to the gathering as one of “activists for reelection of
Lula, but with reduced hopes” (Osava 2006).

Outside Belo Horizonte, subnational Forums have been held across
Brazil. What is particularly interesting about those held in the north-
eastern state of Rio Grande do Norte in 2002, 2003, and 2004 is their
origins in small groups of activists, particularly feminists connected to
the World March of Women who attended the first WSF.

We also examined Social Forum activism in the rest of South America,
focusing on Chile because it had the second highest number of Social
Forums in Latin America, although Argentina was a close second at 15,
followed by Uruguay with 8.

SOCIAL FORUMS IN CHILE

Two national Forums were held in Chile in 2004 and 2006, along with
three thematic Forums, all of them in Santiago. We also found 11 sub-
national Forums, most occurring in 2004-2006.

The stimulus for the first national Social Forum in 2004 was external,
the summit of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) in Santiago
and the desire to organize a counterspace of resistance to neoliberalism.
The opening march had over 60,000 participants with 8,000 individu-
als and 200 organizations registered to attend the Forum. Organizations
included environmental groups, labor unions, churches, Indigenous or-
ganizations, women’s groups, and ATTAC. Funding came from NGOs,
including Greenpeace, ATTAC, Amnesty International, some churches,
and Swedish aid groups. Themes included Latin American integration,
free trade agreements, environmental sustainability, democracy, sovereignty
and globalization, human development and world peace, native peoples,
and cultural diversity. The 2006 event, in contrast, was far smaller, with
just 3,000 participants and 140 activities.

An example of a local Forum was one held in Araucania in 2006.
This southern region is home to the Mapuche, the main Indigenous
group. It has a high poverty level, and struggles center around resource
development. Those involved in the Araucania Social Forum had first
met at a Forum held in southern Chile, which had 300 individual and
30 organizational participants. Environmental organizations, a founda-
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tion, and a local university provided support, as did Le Monde Diploma-
tique, Chile, and the European Union. Themes included the situation
of the Mapuche people, the environment and biodiversity, democracy,
development, the economy, and the media. The goals of the Forum
included building stronger networks, raising awareness of the situation
of the Mapuche people, and countering the national media’s negative
stereotyping of them as “criminals.”

The contrast with the national Forum is evident. The latter had been
stimulated by broader struggles over economic integration into the global
neoliberal economy, the APEC summit, and the free trade agreement
with the United States. The Araucania Social Forum, in contrast, was
advanced by locals who brought WSF activism back to their community
and focused it around their identity and the plight of Indigenous people.

Despite Chile having higher per capita incomes than Brazil, Social
Forum activism in Chile came much later, as a reaction to struggles over
economic integration; a reflection in itself of a weaker Left and political
regimes that have embraced neoliberalism. Chile’s governments, even
after the departure of Pinochet in 1989, continued to take the country
in a neoliberal direction, as reflected in the 2004 United States-Chile
Free Trade Agreement.’

The Latin American and European dominance of the WSF was
problematic, however, since those most marginalized by neoliberal glo-
balization were in the regions least well represented within the Social
Forum process, especially Asia and Africa (Santos 2004). Thus an effort
to diffuse Social Forum activism more widely began.

SociaL ForumMs IN ASIA

The WSF’s International Council addressed the uneven participation
early on and recognized that India, given its size, poverty, and civil society
activism should be more represented in the Social Forum process. The
IC’s main tool of transmission is through stimulating and facilitating
Forum events, not transferring financial resources.'® The IC sought to
stimulate Indian participation by moving the WSF there (Leite 2005).
However, concerns about the capacity of the Indian organizing commit-
tee and the reluctance of some within the IC to move the WSF led to
the decision to first hold an Asian Social Forum.

The Asian Social Forum in Hyderabad, Andra Pradesh, in January
2003 attracted over 15,000 delegates from 80 countries. Most were drawn
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from India and South Asia, partly because the rightwing, proglobaliza-
tion Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government delayed granting visas to
many international delegates. Shortly thereafter, the IC decided that
Mumbai would host the 2004 WSF. According to the WSF Secretariat,
74,126 people registered for the January 2004 Forum representing 1,653
organizations from 117 countries. Other estimates put participation at
over 130,000. One spillover effect of holding the WSF in Mumbai is
seen in the strong presence of South Asians at the WSF in Porto Alegre
a year later (IBASE 2006).

This success of the WSF outside Port Alegre led to a decision to hold
the third WSF polycentric Forum in 2006 in Karachi, Pakistan. Delayed
by an earthquake, it was held March 24-29, with over 30,000 attending,
mostly from Asia, but representing 58 countries. The fact that the Forum
took place in a country under a military regime and on the front line of
the U.S.led “war on terror” and still reflected the energy observed in
Mumbai was considered impressive (Rousset 2006).

In both India and Pakistan, the regional and world Forums resulted
in strong mobilization of activists within the global process, such as the
Dalits who have attended subsequent WSFs and formed linkages with
other groups and networks (P. Smith, Chapter 11). Yet the region saw
no blossoming of national or subnational Forums similar to Europe and
Latin America. India has to date held only one national Forum in Delhi
in 2006. Pakistan, whose political opportunities are more limited than
in India, formed an organization in 2003 and held one national Forum
in Lahore in 2004.

Only a few pockets of national Social Forums emerged in Asia and
there are puzzling absences. Observers have noted the role that Southeast
Asian groups played, especially since 1997, in challenging neoliberal
globalization. Groups from South Korea, the Philippines, Thailand, and
Malaysia have been active opponents of the World Trade Organization
(WTO) and bilateral and regional trade agreements (Caouette 2006).
South Korean union and peasant organizations used WSF meetings in
2003 and 2005 to network with other groups in coordinated opposition
to WTO ministerial meetings in Cancun and Hong Kong (Smythe,
Chapter 9). As Caouette notes, groups have played an important role
in knowledge production about globalization and its impact and have
been key global network builders. Within the WSF, organizations such
as Focus on the Global South (based in Thailand) have been central
within networks dealing with trade issues (Anheier and Katz 2005). Yet,
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aside from South Korea, which has held a national Social Forum every
year since 2002, there is little evidence of Social Forum activism. The
role of limited political space and opportunity here clearly merits further
investigation. In contrast, the most marginalized world region, Africa,
which has also been the target of WSF efforts to stimulate Social Forum
activism, has exhibited a variety of Social Forum activism at various levels.

SociaL FORUMS IN AFRICA

Africa is the continent most victimized by globalization. With over 900
million people and 53 states, Africa is overrepresented in UN poverty
data. The U.N. Human Development Index (HDI) ranks 23 sub-Saharan
African states at the bottom of 177 countries. Of the 50 U.N.-designated
least developed countries, 35 are in Africa. Given limited resources,
weak civil society, and basic survival struggles, we might expect to find a
smaller number of Forums in comparison to Europe and South America.
Yet there is wide diversity in the number of Forums. The WSF IC has
played a key role in this transmission.

Recognizing both the need for, and challenges of, developing a Social
Forum process in Africa, the IC actively supported the first African
Social Forum. Led by two well-known activists, a former Mali minister
of culture and member of the IC and the head of a Senegal-based NGO
Environnement et Développement du Tiers Monde (ENDA), it was held
in January 2002 in Bamako, Mali. This was followed by continental
Forums in 2003 (Addis Ababa), 2004 (Lusaka), and 2005 (Conakry). In
addition, the IC chose Bamako to host one of three polycentric WSFs
in 2006 and Nairobi, Kenya, for the global WSF in 2007. The link to
the global WSF process is very direct through collaboration with, and
the support of, the IC and the Secretariat.

We identified 62 Forums on the continent, including several global,
continental, and regional events. Regional ones included the West
African Social Forums (Conakry, Guinea, 2004; and Coutonu, Benin,
2005), the Southern Africa Social Forums (Lusaka, Zambia, 2003;
Harare, Zimbabwe, 2005); and Magreb Social Forum (Morocco, 2006).
Another 50 have occurred at the national and subnational levels. The
breakdown of our data for Forums at the national and local levels is as
seen in Table 2.3.

South Africa and Nigeria, in contrast to their size and significance in
sub-Saharan Africa, have seen few Forums, although the ones held in
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Table 2.3 African Social Forums—
National, Subnational, and Local

Country Number Country Number
Algeria 1 Morocco* 4
Benin* 1 Niger 3
Cameroon 3 Nigeria 2
Central African Rep. 1 Senegall 3
Guinea** 2 Somalia 3
Ivory Coast 3 South Africa (Durban) 1
Kenya'* 4 Tanzania 2
Malit 6 Tunisia 1
Malawi 2 Uganda 2
Mozambique 1 Zambia*t 1
Zimbabwe* 2

*Also host to regional Social Forum
fAlso host to contfinental or World Social Forum
*Also host fo thematic Social Forum(s)

Nigeria attracted large numbers for Africa. The hotbeds of Social Forum
activism, Mali and Kenya, may be linked to earlier experiences hosting
major Forums, in Mali’s case the first African Social Forum. The first
Kenyan Social Forum was held in 2003. The presence of a U.N. agency
and a stronger NGO base there might account for Kenya’s engagement
in the WSFs. Where Forums occur is not always directly tied to local
resources. Niger, which ranks last on the U.N. HDI has had three Forums,
and the first one in 2003 had over 700 participants.!! In this instance,
as in other African countries, outside support and resources from de-
velopment NGOs,!? aid agencies, and foundations has been important.
Like Niger, Mozambique ranks low on the HDI (168th), and its experi-
ence of civil war and floods make it an unlikely place to expect a Social
Forum. Yet one was held in October 2006, illustrating the importance
of personal connections as well as linguistic links in the transmission
of the WSF process. Several activists who founded Mozambique’s lo-
cal Social Forum efforts attended the WSF in 2002. An assembly and
the election of a national council followed in 2005. The Maputo local
Social Forum in October 2006 had 200-300 participants, and it aimed
to create stronger links among groups preparing for the WSF in Kenya.
While organizers felt the event was a success, limited financial resources
accounted for its slow gestation and organizational problems.
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Our African data suggest that efforts to stimulate Social Forum activ-
ism and networks have had some success but remain heavily dependent
on external, especially financial, resources. Often provided by founda-
tions, large NGOs, and state aid agencies this assistance is not without
controversy and risks limiting the nature and extent of resistance to
neoliberal globalization in these places.

CONCLUSION

Our sketches of multilevel Social Forum activism show a diverse range
of activities and networks. They provide a rich set of data that offers
insights into how innovative practices of collective action are diffused.
They show the importance of place in affecting how and where such
practices become embedded. Examining patterns of variation in Social
Forums can further our understanding of how the global and local link
in collective action challenging neoliberal globalization.

Given the role of Brazilian and French organizations like ATTAC
in creating the WSEF, the strength of Social Forum activism in France
and Brazil is not surprising. The timing of its emergence also points to
the role of political opportunity structures that provided space for these
organizations to flourish and mobilize resources. The key direct channel
of diffusion of Social Forum activism has been through the processes
and structures the WSF itself created, especially the WSF International
Council and Secretariat, which have stimulated and supported Social
Forum activism in peripheral regions. The experiences of activists who
bring Social Forum practices from the WSF back to their homes has
also been a channel of diffusion often facilitated by shared language or
culture, as is the case in Quebec and Mozambique. Major events (such
as the Genoa G8) and a shared identification or link to the master frame
of resistance to neoliberal globalization have also been sources of Social
Forum activism.

Successful diffusion is not guaranteed however. The IC itself has
recognized this in a report on the financial challenges of rapid growth
in the size of the WSF event and the spread of Social Forums:

According to many (IC members) who were interviewed, real internation-
alization has not occurred yet, only geographical expansion. Even though
geographical expansion is part of internationalization, in terms of wider
internationalism ownership is still wanting .... (Lopez et al. 2006: 14)
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Adoption may be very dependent on the resources (both internal and
external) available to be mobilized, the political opportunity structure,
the strength and unity of local social movements and organizations,
and the extent to which Social Forum practices resonate locally. While
mechanisms of diffusion might sow the seeds, they do not ensure that
the garden will grow.

The emergence of so many national and subnational Forums suggests
the importance of “rooted cosmopolitans” with flexible identities who,
while grounded in the local context, engage in, or are part of, trans-
national networks struggling against neoliberalism (Tarrow and della
Porta 2005: 237). The localness of the Social Forum activism we have
identified and the diversity of responses to globalization raise questions
about a unified and programmatic global response to neoliberalism. It
reminds us too that, as exciting as the World Social Forums may be, the
front line in this struggle is local.

NoTES

1. An exception to this is Janet Conway “Reading Nairobi as Place, Space,
and Difference.” Sociologists without Borders 3(1): 48-70.

2. Frame refers to the social construction of meaning or interpretation
used by collective actors to convince people to take collective action. For many
in the global justice movement, neoliberal globalization represents the “master
frame.”

3. By political opportunity structure we mean how open or closed domestic
or international institutions are to collective actors. Political structures, includ-
ing their degree of access and political responsiveness, along with level or type
of repression, can expand or limit a collective actor’s opportunities. Groups
that perceive threats from domestic opportunity structures or find them closed
may seek out more open international institutions (e.g., the United Nations)
or create their own opportunity structures (e.g., the WSF) as a means of pres-
suring domestic structures to be more responsive to their demands.

4. Rosalba Icaza. Email interview with P.J. Smith, December 8, 2008.

5. According to Jeffrey Juris, there was a San Francisco Forum in 2002,
raising the number to 20. Communication presentation International Studies
Association, March 1, 2007.

6. On the issue of race and the U.S. Social Forum, see Juris, Jeffrey S.,
(2008a) “Spaces of Intentionality: Race, Class and Horizontality at the United
States Social Forum.” Mobilization.

7. This observation comes by way of a comment of an Italian activist to
one of the authors at the 2007 World Social Forum in Nairobi, Kenya.
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8. Authors’ translation from Italian.

9. The centerleft coalition of socialist and Christian democratic parties
that has held power since 1990 continued to embrace neoliberalism. Even with
the election of Bachelet in 2006 changes were marginal (Bonnefoy). As Klein
(2007) and others point out this is very much the residue of the shock of 9/11
in 1973 in Chile.

10. Raising resources is the responsibility of the local organizing commit
tee. Most often they are composed of foundation funds, registration fees, and
contributions from various NGOs and aid agencies. Dependence on a few large
donors has generated controversy, especially in Mumbai, and led to a report
commissioned by the WSF IC. See Lopez et al. 2006.

11. One of the Quebec organizations most active in Social Forums, Al-
ternatives, supported and helped fund the participation of groups in the Niger
Social Forum. The number of Canadians involved in West African Social
Forums may be the result of the higher level of French-speaking Quebec NGOs
in this region.

12. Via Campesina has been active, for example, in Mali. (Susan George,
comments to authors, February 2007)
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CHAPTER 3

THE PourTicaL AND ITS ABSENCE IN
THE WORLD SocIaL FOrRUM;

IMPLICATIONS FOR DEMOCRACY IN THE
ForumM AND IN THE WORLD

Teivo Teivainen

It has become increasingly accepted that the world cannot be properly
understood through theoretical lenses that consider state actors as
the exclusive domain of the political. At the same time, there has been
surprisingly little systematic analysis of how the political is manifested
in the actions and articulations of the globalization protest movements
that have been subject to much general attention since the spectacular
street actions in Seattle during the World Trade Organization (WTO)
meeting in 1999. The movements themselves have tended to pay more
attention to making politicizing claims about institutions considered
their adversaries, such as the WTO or the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), than to thoroughly debating the implications of the political
nature of their own praxis. This lack of attention to the political nature
of the articulations among the globalization protest movements is also
reflected in the way they have generally been analyzed as members of
an emerging “global civil society,” especially when these analyses rely on

A previous version of this contribution originally appeared in Development Dialogue

(2004) 49: 69-80.
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dichotomous oppositions between the political and the social or, to add
another dimension, on the holy trinity of the political/social/economic.

On the one hand, I tend to be skeptical about some of the assumptions
behind the civil society debate that we so often hear in both academic and
activist meetings. One example is when the World Social Forum (WSF)
is posited as providing a social counterpart to “balance” the excessively
economic focus of the World Economic Forum. This kind of talk gener-
ally either assumes away questions of politics or looks at the political as
something that simply has to do with the role of states vis-a-vis either of
these forums. On the other hand, I would not want to deny totally the
possibility of using “civil society” as a meaningful concept, especially
since the social movements and other social actors themselves often refer
to it. For the purposes of this chapter I will not rely on any concept of
“civil society” as a predefined theoretical construct or analytical tool. |
will rather focus on “practices that are shaped in its name” (Amoore and
Langley 2004). In other words, I will refer to concrete social movements
and nongovernmental organizations that may claim to form part of
“civil society,” but my focus will be on the politics of their articulations,
especially in the context of the WSEF.!

“"CwvIL SociETY” AND “DEMOCRACY” IN THE
WSF CHARTER OF PRINCIPLES

The WSF had its first annual gathering in 2001 in Porto Alegre, Brazil,
and has thereafter become perhaps the most important global arena for
social movements and networks that seek democratic transformations of
the capitalist world-system. It offers an excellent case study for analyzing
the possibilities of global democratization in the twenty-first century.
On the one hand, it is an attempt to facilitate democratic transforma-
tions in local, national, and global contexts and an arena in which these
transformations are debated. Nevertheless, the WSF has faced various
contradictory demands that have complicated the democratization of its
own internal organizational structure, which has been expanding from
a mostly Brazilian-based organization toward an increasingly global site
of world politics.

The key document that defines the guidelines of the WSF is its Char-
ter of Principles, elaborated between the first two forums, in 2001 and
2002. “Civil society” is mentioned twice and “world civil society” once
in the Charter of Principles. The Charter makes clear that who gets to

51




Teivo TEIVAINEN

define “civil society” at least in principle gets to decide who can take
part in the WSF, because the WSF “brings together and interlinks only
organizations and movements of civil society from all the countries in
the world.” The standard definition of civil society offered by the Charter
states that it is “a plural, diversified, nonconfessional, nongovernmental
and nonparty context.” In other words, it does not include representa-
tives of political parties, governments, or military organizations: three
typically “political” kinds of organizations.

Despite the oftrepeated lip service to the WSF as an open “civil soci-
ety” space, it is by no means open to all kinds of social movements and
nongovernmental organizations. There is no strict ideological litmus test
to screen the participants. Rather than strict boundaries, the ideological
orientation that the participants are supposed to have constitutes frontier
zones in which many such organizations that may not be committed to
all the elements spelled out in the Charter of Principles in practice take
part in the process. According to the WSF Charter of Principles, the
organizations that can participate in the Forum are defined as

groups and movements of civil society that are opposed to neoliberal-
ism and to domination of the world by capital and any form of impe-
rialism, and are committed to building a planetary society directed
towards fruitful relationships among humankind and between it and

the Earth.

In the Charter of Principles, “democracy” is directly mentioned four
times. Whereas Clause 1 defines the WSF as an open meeting place
for “democratic debate of ideas,” Clause 4, when speaking about “glo-
balization of solidarity” as a new stage in world history, says it will rest
on “democratic international systems and institutions.” And, finally,
Clause 10 tells us that the WSF upholds respect for the practices of “real
democracy” and “participatory democracy.”

The WSF by no means includes all the movements and networks
that aim at democratic transformations. Its composition has various
geographical, sectoral, ideological, and civilizational limitations. The
emergence of the WSF was, however, a key moment in the gradual
shift of emphasis in the aims of many of these movements. The reac-
tive protest dimension has been partially replaced by a more proactive
democratization dimension. A somewhat simplistic, but illustrative, way
to locate this shift is to call the wave of activism that made one of its
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major public appearances during the World Trade Organization meeting
in 1999 in Seattle “globalization protest movements” and to use the term
global democratization movements to characterize the activism of the new
millennium symbolized by the WSF. In other words, the WSF provided
a channel through which many of the globalization protest movements
of the 1990s have become the global democratization movements of the
twenty-first century.

PoLmcizanion As A METHOD oF DEMOCRATIZATION

As argued by Barry Gills (2002: 164), the globalization protest movements
need to be viewed as “symptomatic of something far greater than a mere
reaction to globalization.” The main question I want to pursue is to
what extent the emergence and further expansion of a forum that these
movements have created points to new possibilities to apply democratic
principles in the globalizing world. In this chapter I can provide only
brief reflections,? and one of the issues at stake is how the movements
have opened up new spaces for democratic claims by politicizing such
social relations that have traditionally been considered to be outside the
boundaries of the political. Transnational relations of capitalist produc-
tion and gender hierarchies are two well-known examples of the spheres
that the movements have attempted to politicize. Less attention has been
paid to the articulations and power relations between the movements
themselves.

The road from politicizing protests to transformative proposals is
filled with dilemmas. The dilemmas become particularly thorny when
the explicit ultimate aim is to articulate proposals of many movements
into collective projects to create a radically different world. In such
situations we must pay close attention to the workings of power not
only in the structures that these movements want to transform but also
within their own articulations. Even if the main slogan of the World
Social Forum asserts that “Another World Is Possible,” it is embedded
in the existing one. The WSF’s organizational structure and material
resources are in many ways conditioned by the existing power relations
of the capitalist world.

For the reproduction of capitalism, one of the ideological defense
mechanisms has been depoliticization of power relations, especially—but
not only—those located in the socially constructed sphere of the “eco-
nomic.” The new democratization movements must face depoliticization
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not only out there, in the world external to their movements. They also
have to tackle the dilemmas that depoliticization presents in their own
internal organizational efforts.

The difference between the inside and the outside of the organiza-
tional constructs of these movements is never absolute. For the sake of
analytical clarity, however, we can make a distinction between internal
and external depoliticization of the WSF. The former refers to the claims
according to which the WSF is not a locus of power, as stated by its Char-
ter of Principles. As an expression of wish this sounds excellent, but as
a description of reality it is clearly erroneous. There are various kinds of
power disputes within the WSF process, and if the aim is to increase the
horizontality of WSF decision making, denying the existence of current
hierarchies is not a good way to begin. What I would call the external
depoliticization of the WSF consists of ideas and practices that consider
it as a space where movements gather but which in itself should not have
the characteristics of a political movement. I do not intend to claim that
these depoliticizing tendencies are necessarily always harmful or outright
undemocratic. My hypothesis is, rather, that they have presented various
kinds of dilemmas that the WSF organizers have only gradually started
taking into account. The WSF has experienced a learning process that
is political in two interrelated senses. Like any process of learning, it is
political because it involves various relations of power among those en-
gaged in it. It is also political by reproducing and confronting different
meanings and boundaries of the “political.”

RETHINKING THE PouTicAL

The politicization practiced by the globalization protest movements
has been only partial, but it opens up new democratic horizons. Both
within the movements and inside academia there is still much need for
a radical rethinking of what kinds of possibilities politicization opens for
democratic transformations. The WSF process, however, embodies the
idea that there exists a new conception of the political that transgresses
traditional definitions, especially—though not only—vis-a-vis territorial
states and political parties. As has been stated by Candido Grzybowski,
the WSF participants “must be radically political” and engage in a “new
way of doing politics” (2004: 1). A key Brazilian organizer of the WSF,
Grzybowski concludes insightfully that “we engage in a fully political
act, but it seems that we fear its consequences.” Also, many academic
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observers like Arturo Escobar (2004: 208) have seen a “new theoretical
and political logic on the rise” in the WSF, even if its contours are “still
barely discernible.”

To explore the political in the WSF and in the globalization protest
movements, it is important to move not only beyond state-centric con-
ceptions but also beyond idealized accounts of horizontal networks that
create new forms of participation that are assumed to be opposed or
unconnected to questions of representation. The death of representa-
tional politics has been prematurely announced and celebrated by various
activists and theorists of the movements (see Passavant and Dean 2004).
In the beginning, the WSF organizers tended to exclude the questions
of representation from the discussion on the new political logic within
the WSF. There have, however, been increasing demands to deal with
the perceived lack of representativeness within the WSF governance
bodies. For example, during the first years of the WSF process there
were relatively few African or Asian organizations that participated in
the key decision-making bodies of the process, especially its International
Council. Trying to deny the need to talk about representation became
increasingly difficult as the underrepresentation of Africans and Asians
grew more visible. And once talking about representation was accepted
as a legitimate concern in the process, it was possible to consider the
process in more political terms.

There exists a plethora of definitions of the political. As regards to
the sites in which the political can be located, Roberto Mangabeira
Unger’s two definitions of “politics” provide a helpful starting point.
For him, the narrow meaning of politics can be stated as “conflict over
the mastery and uses of governmental power.” To analyze the politics of
practices and spaces other than those directly related to governments,
it is more useful to rely on the broader meaning, which he defines as
“struggle over the resources and arrangements that set the basic terms
of our practical and passionate relations” (Unger 1987: 145-146). Here
I will take the broader meaning as my starting point and consider the
political not only in relation to state governments but also in other kinds
of social relations including articulations between social movements.

A key question in defining the political is its relationship with de-
mocratization—in other words, with the increase in possibilities people
have to take part in decisions that concern the basic conditions of their
lives. My second argument here is that to be political is to politicize and
politicization is a key aspect of democratic struggles. It means revealing
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the political, and therefore potentially democratizable, nature of such
relations of power that are presented as neutral. Politicization has been
a central feature of many radical democratic attempts to expand the
established boundaries of the political, including socialism (politicizing
the relations of domination associated with capitalist economy) and femi-
nism (politicizing the relations of domination associated with patriarchy).

One of my key assumptions is therefore that the political consists
of the variety of social relations in which democratic claims can be
assumed to be valid. The fact that many politicizing projects have not
led to effective democratization has often resulted in disillusionment
with politicization. Democratic hopes of radical political movements
taking over the state have over the past decades repeatedly evaporated
when newly installed governments have started to practice structural
adjustment as proposed by international financial institutions and other
policies in which key decision making tends to be shielded from demo-
cratic oversight. Politicization is a necessary, but by no means sufficient,
condition for democratization.

Even if not synonymous with democratization, politicization is a
necessary element in democratic struggles, both today and tomorrow.
Whereas some radical theorists of the past have claimed that in a post
capitalist future politics could be replaced with an “administration of
things” (Engels 1989), we can observe similar depoliticization in the cur-
rent claims that decision making within the WSF can “escape the logics
of rivalry and power” (Whitaker and Viveret 2003). As Chantal Mouffe
(1993: 140) has affirmed, “to negate the political does not make it disap-
pear, it only leads to bewilderment in the face of its manifestations and
to impotence in dealing with them.” Relations of power cannot simply
be fantasized away, neither in analyzing how social relations have been
nor in imagining or proposing how they could be. As one of the world’s
most important processes in which social movements interact, and at the
same time a site of sometimes heated power struggles, the WSF provides
multiple challenges for rethinking the political. In particular, it offers
theorists and activists a possibility to construct such conceptions of the
global political that may be helpful for both knowing and democratizing
the world.

While the political should not be considered as exclusively linked to
states, neither should it be conflated with the social by simply claiming
that everything needs to be politicized (see Isin 2002). Instead of the
postmodernist tendency to politicize for the sake of politicization, which
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easily leads to an endless cycle of deconstruction in which the construc-
tion of institutions is difficult, the real need is to politicize in order to
open up possibilities for democratization in sites of socially consequential
power. My main focus is on such forms of the political that challenge
the existing power relations of the capitalist world-system. Without
pretending to locate the roots of all social power in the reproduction of
capitalism, I would argue that while the WSF is explicitly opposed to
“domination of the world by capital,” its organizers have tended to pay
insufficient attention to how capitalist power relations affect the internal
organization of the WSF itself.

Democranc CHALLENGES TO ECONOMISM

The separation of the political and the economic is one of the mecha-
nisms through which democratic claims have been contained under capi-
talism. According to the doctrine of economic neutrality, economic issues
and institutions are somehow apolitical, beyond political power struggles
and therefore not subject to democratic claims. With the constant, even
if not always lineal, expansion of the social spaces defined as economic,
the possibilities of democratic politics have been increasingly restricted.’

The doctrine of economic neutrality is most obvious in institutions
such as the International Monetary Fund, but it also manifests itself in
the WSF process. Especially during the first years of the process, ques-
tions of funding, labor relations, and provision of services within the
WSF were considered mainly technical issues, handled through a depo-
liticized “administration of things.” The fact that the WSF is organized
inside a capitalist world is also evident in the disadvantaged structural
position of participants from relatively poor organizations and countries.
To claim that the WSF is an “open space” may sound like a joke in bad
taste for those who do not have the material means to enter the space.
Furthermore, even if the organizers of the WSF have increasingly tried to
apply the principles of a noncapitalist “solidarity economy” in the forum
itself, the apparently mundane issue of the logistics of accommodation
has been heavily conditioned by the profitmaking logic of the local hotel
industry that, especially in Porto Alegre, has heavily raised prices to take
advantage of the increased demand during the annual WSF.

One of the results (and also causes) of the recent intensification of
globalization protest movements has been the possibility to radically re-
think the economic/political boundary. Not all these movements are, or
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consider themselves, anticapitalist, though I am particularly interested in
their potential to create conditions for a democratic postcapitalist world,
as well as the possibility to create democratic organizational forms despite
or inside capitalism. Many of the globalization protest movements have
aimed at politicization of global relations of command associated with
institutions such as the World Trade Organization, the World Economic
Forum, and transnational corporations. These institutions claim to be
purely “economic,” and therefore not subject to democratic norms. One
of the ideological contradictions of the contemporary global expansion of
capitalism is that while the “economic” institutions become more pow-
erful, their political nature becomes, at least potentially, more evident.

The political nature of the economic institutions does not become
evident automatically. The contradictions of capitalism create conditions
for critical responses, but these responses are not generated without active
social forces. The new transnational activism that emerged in the global-
ization protests of the 1990s has made it more visible that “economy” is
a political and historical construction. To the extent that the movements
can convincingly demonstrate that apparently economic institutions are
in reality important sites of social power, it becomes more difficult for
the latter to be legitimately based on inherently nondemocratic principles
such as “one dollar, one vote.”

Economism is an ideological concealment of the political relations
of command inherent in the “economic.” These power relations are
hidden behind the doctrine of economic neutrality, but we are not only
dealing with an imposed illusion. When enough people act as if some-
thing called an economic sphere with an autonomous and natural logic
really exists, the sphere becomes “real,” even if socially constructed. By
acting transgressively, by politicizing the economic through protests and
proposals, the globalization protest movements have created conditions
for a radical unthinking of the economic/political boundary. The WSF
is one of the main processes in and around which this politicization has
taken place. It is, at the same time, important to ask to what extent the
WSEF itself reproduces economism and creates apparently nonpolitical
structures in its mode of organization.

NEGATIONS AND AFFIRMATIONS OF THE PoumicaL in THE WSF

After various annual main events organized between the first forums
held in Porto Alegre and the one held in January 2009 in Belém, and a
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rising number of local and regional forums, one of the most controver-
sial questions for the WSF is to what extent it should remain merely an
arena where different movements gather and to what extent it should
be conceived as a movement in itself. Another key issue concerns the
dilemmas of making the WSF process more democratic. I would argue
that these two questions have been tackled by the WSF organizers in
overly depoliticized terms. The frustrations that this depoliticization has
triggered have, however, led to attempts to politicize the process through
sometimes excessively state-centric understandings of the political.

The WSF may not be a movement of a traditional kind, but it needs
to be in movement in order to respond to the challenges its growth has
presented. One of the intellectual prerequisites of this movement is to
think of the WSF in political terms that transgress both the traditional
state-centric conceptions of political practice as well as the currently
fashionable depoliticized understandings of “civil society.” The political
needs to be embraced, resignified, and used to create conditions for a
more democratic world and a more democratic WSF process.

While almost no one involved in the WSF process would hold that the
WSF is or should be totally apolitical, there has existed a depoliticizing
tendency that has caused various problems for the process. Some of the
problems related to the internal power relations of the WSF and to its
role in the world have been innovatively confronted by the organizers
over the years, but despite the learning process many of these problems
remain.

The WSF was originally constructed as an “open space” where move-
ments discuss democratic alternatives to domination of the world by
capital and to different forms of imperialism. Compared to the traditional
methods of political parties and alliances of social movements, one of
the novelties of the WSF is that it has avoided constructing mechanisms
that would pretend to represent the WSF as a whole. No one is allowed
to express positions claiming to be those of all its participants. While
this principle resonates well with the emphasis on horizontal and leader-
less networks that many radical activists profess today, it has also caused
increasing frustration among organizations such as the transnational
peasant alliance Via Campesina, which would like to make the WSF
more effective in proposing and promoting concrete strategies of social
transformations.

The Brazilian educational theorist Paulo Freire (2002) once stated
that in order to change the world we must first know that it is indeed
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possible to change it. This helps us understand one dimension of why
during its first years the WSF experienced a spectacular growth and
provided so much inspiration for social movements and other actors
engaged in processes of democratic transformation. The apparently
simple WSF slogan, “Another World Is Possible,” aroused enthusiasm
because it helped break the demobilizing influence of another simple
slogan, generally attributed to Margaret Thatcher, according to which
“there is no alternative” to the existing capitalist order.

After repeating in forum after forum that “another world is possible,”
many WSF participants have become eager to know what that other world
may look like and how we are supposed to get there. Various participants
have become increasingly frustrated with the depoliticized dimensions
of the WSF. For some, the demands for a more political WSF have
meant the need to create more explicit alliances with, or allowing more
involvement by, traditionally political actors such as political parties of
progressive governments. For others, the key challenge is to invent ways
in which the process itself needs to be practiced more politically without
assuming that the only way to move beyond the frustrations caused by
the depoliticized understandings of civil society is by involving tradition-
ally political actors.

One way of distinguishing these different approaches within the WSF
is to postulate a difference between “strategic politics” and “prefigurative
politics.” The former option has been expressed by politicians such as
Venezuela’s president Hugo Chavez as well as intellectuals such as Samir
Amin or Ignacio Ramonet, who claim that the WSF should move from
being merely a “folkloric” event or a “bazaar” towards a more strategic
role that necessarily implies a more explicit articulation with progressive
governments.

The prefigurative option, based on creating for the movements and
their articulations new modes of internal organization that consciously
resemble the future world they want to create (Grubacic 2003), has been
prevalent among many participants of the Intercontinental Youth Camp,
a relatively autonomous space generally located in the political and geo-
graphical peripheries of various WSF events. The advocates of prefigura-
tive politics have generally been critical of the internal hierarchies within
the WSF, including those that result from an excessive association with
governments, and opt for less state-centric forms of being political. As
pointed out by those who emphasize prefigurative politics, the WSF has
not always practiced what it preaches. In particular, the aim of construct-
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ing a democratic world has not been accompanied by sufficient attention
to constructing democratic social relations within the WSF itself. At the
same time, the criticism of the existing hierarchies within the WSF by
Youth Camp activists and others has often been based on conceptions
of horizontal networks or powerfree open spaces that do not provide
effective strategies for large-scale democratic transformations. In order
to change the world, the democratic politics of the movements needs to
be both strategic and prefigurative.

THE WSF AFTER TEN YEARS: IMPLICATIONS
FOR GLOBAL DEMOCRATIZATION

The dilemmas of politicization described above have contributed to a
weakening of the initial enthusiasm about the WSF among a number of
its longtime participants and observers. The WSF may certainly have lost
some of the momentum it had during the first years. At the same time,
the global expansion of the WSF has continued, and new movements
from different parts of the world have become more actively involved.
The expansion is also evident in the increased visibility of themes such
as the struggles of the Indigenous or, more generally, stateless people
in the agenda of the WSF. The organization of the WSF in Dakar in
February 2011, the first centralized WSF event held in a country with
a Muslim majority, may also help the process become more sensitive to
religious diversity. Even if the Charter of Principles declares the WSF to
be “nonconfessional,” various Christian organizations (and few groups
from other religious tendencies) have been active in the process.

In 2010, when no global WSF event was organized, the intensity of
enthusiasm varied between different regional, national, and thematic so-
cial forums. For example, while many participants commented positively
on the dynamism of the U.S. Social Forum held in Detroit in June, the
European Social Forum held in Istanbul in July received less passionate
evaluations.* In Istanbul, one of the main concerns of the participants
was that we did not seem to find efficient ways to use the window of
opportunity opened by the financial crisis.

The financial crisis has helped delegitimize some of the previously
dominant capitalist (or “neoliberal”) beliefs and practices that the WSF
participants have repeatedly criticized. Suddenly, in 2008, it seemed that
various world leaders started sounding almost as if they had borrowed
key concepts and expressions from Social Forum panels. Many activists,
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especially the more moderate and reformist ones, may have felt that the
crisis had proved them right. Nevertheless, especially but not only in
Europe, the financial crisis has not led to significant success stories of
counterhegemonic democratic politics.

Even if the financial crisis of the past couple of years may already seem
like a lost opportunity for the WSF and its movements, the importance
of the collective learning about the construction of democratic alterna-
tives should not be underestimated. If we live in a limited world based
on an endless expansion of capitalist accumulation, the current social
organization of the world is becoming increasingly unsustainable. There
are growing signs that the physical, social, and ecological room for the
further expansion of capitalism is reaching its limits. It is, however,
probable that for future historians the current crisis may seem mild,
compared to more chaotic times to come. With all its contradictions,
the WSF can still be considered the most promising global arena for a
collective learning about the alternatives that will be needed if we want
the increasingly chaotic world order to be transformed into a more
democratic one.

Putting into practice the radically democratic aims of the WSF de-
mands time and resources. The increasing awareness of global challenges
such as climate change has led many activists to emphasize the urgency
of radical change. The initial WSF method has been criticized for being
too slow, for producing too much talk and too little action.

It is not easy to estimate the political impact of the WSF, but as many
contributors to this handbook demonstrate, it should not be reduced
to mere talk. In Latin America, it is widely recognized that the WSF
has contributed to paving the way for various electoral victories of left-
oriented groups, even if the exact significance of that contribution can
be debated. A multitude of new campaigns, demonstrations, political
alliances, funding decisions, and ideas have emerged during the WSF
meetings. The biggest street mobilizations ever, the antiwar protests of
February 2003, were partially generated inside Social Forums. Transna-
tional action networks have been strengthened, and new generations of
activists are developing skills in globally networked “movement build-
ing.” Nevertheless, the transformative capacity of the WSF may still be
too low and too slow.

It is unclear whether the WSF itself can or should become a more de-
cidedly political movement aimed at democratizing the world, or whether
its most important role is to give birth to new forms of political action
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that are more capable of responding to the current political moment. Its
role as an arena for collective learning about the alternatives can, however,
continue to be significant. A democratic world is not possible unless we
learn to think politically about transnational social movement articula-
tions. Many aspects of the forms, and even the vocabulary, of future
planetary politics are yet to be invented. The WSF can be regarded as an
important innovation in the road to global democratization. Whatever
its own future, it is likely to remain an important inspiration for further
attempts to get together and change the world.

NoTES

1. For a strongly critical view on the usefulness of the concept of global
civil society to analyze the “transnational archipelago of transnational interac-
tions,” see Tarrow (2002: 245).

2. For further elaborations, see, for example, Teivainen (2002b); Teivainen
(forthcoming-a).

3. On economism in general and what I call transnational politics of
economism in particular, see Teivainen (2002a).

4. AsIdid notattend the U.S. Social Forum, this comparison is partially
based on indirect sources such as my conversations during the European Social
Forum in Istanbul with Chico Whitaker, who had just arrived from Detroit.

63



=

CHAPTER 4

SURVEYS OF WORLD SoclAaL FORUM PARTICIPANTS
SHowW INFLUENCE OF PLACE AND BASE IN THE
GLoBAL PuBLIC SPHERE

Ellen Reese, Christopher Chase-Dunn, Kadambari Anantram,
Gary Coyne, Matheu Kaneshiro, Ashley N. Koda, Roy Kwon, and
Preefa Saxena

Much of the research on participation in social movements focuses
on involvement in protests and social movement organizations,
rather than on gatherings where the goals, values, and strategies of
social movements are discussed (e.g., see Dauphinais et al. 1992; Scami-
naci and Dunlap 1968; McAdam 1999; Morrison 1998; Barkan 2004;
Buttel and Flinn 1974; Lee and Norris 2000; Norris 2002; Brady et
al. 1995, 1996). In particular, there has not been sufficient academic
research on the social and political characteristics of the hundreds
of thousands of people around the world who have attended Social
Forum meetings.

To our knowledge, there have only been a few surveys of WSF partici-
pants besides our own whose results have been published: Fundacio Per-
seu Abramo’s (FPA) survey of participants at the 2001 meeting (reported

For a fuller discussion of our survey findings and our acknowledgements, see Reese
et al. (2008a and 2008b). This research was funded by the Institute for Research on
World-Systems and the Program on Global Studies at the University of California-

Riverside, and the University of California Labor and Employment Research Fund.
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in Schonleitner 2003) and IBASE’s survey of participants at the 2003,
2004, 2005, 2006, and 2007 meetings. This paper reports and compares
results of surveys of attendees at the World Social Forum meeting in Porto
Alegre in 2005 (WSFQ5), the 2007 WSF meeting in Nairobi (WSFQ7),
and the U.S. Social Forum meeting in 2007 in Atlanta (USSF07). We
also compare our findings to WSF survey results by IBASE in order to
assess the representativeness of our data.! In addition, we compare our
survey findings to results of surveys at other Social Forum meetings,
global justice protests targeting transnational institutions, and other
social movements. In an effort to understand how the characteristics of
those who attend a “world event” like the WSF compare with the broader
world population, we relate our results to a number of other data sets
including the 1999-2004 wave of the World Values Survey (WVS), the
2002 survey of the Pew Global Attitudes Project, the 2006 General Social
Survey (GSS), as well as to U.S. and international census data.? Com-
parisons were also made between residents of Latin America surveyed

by the 2003 Latinobarémetro survey and Latin Americans surveyed at

the WSFO5, as well as between residents of Africa (hereafter “Africans”)
and Africans at the WSFO7 using the 2004 Afrobarometer.’

The location and local support base shape who participates in Social
Forums. As is true with participants of global justice protests (Fisher et al.
2005; Bédoyan et al. 2004), most WSF participants come from the vicin-
ity of the meeting place, with large majorities of Social Forum activists
from the continent where the Forums are held. Brazil, Kenya, and the
United States provide very different political contexts for these meetings.
Brazil is a semiperipheral country with a relatively strong and militant
labor movement and left current, which managed to elect a president
affiliated with the Socialist Workers’ Party. Although the Workers’ Party
suffered losses in local elections in Porto Alegre preceding the WSFO05,
the city had been a strong bastion of the Workers’ Party for many years.
Unions and leftists were far weaker in Kenya, an impoverished nation
in the periphery, and in the United States, a hegemonic state in the core
dominated by neoconservatives. Of the three nation-states, the Kenyan
government was the most repressive towards domestic social movements
and had the fewest resources for making concessions to popular demands.

The support base of each meeting influenced the kinds of organiza-
tions and people in attendance as well. For instance, the Porto Alegre
meeting had strong support from the local and national Brazilian Work-
ers’ Party. Leftist movement organizations and unions were highly active
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within the local organizing committee as well. The Kenyan government—
more authoritarian and centrist compared to Brazil’s government—was
not a strong supporter of the political goals of the WSF, but saw the
Nairobi meeting mainly as an opportunity to encourage tourism. Non-
governmental organizations (NGQOs) and churches were highly active in
organizing for the meeting, and a telecommunications company was a
major sponsor, a factor that generated much consternation among veteran
WSF participants. As a result the Nairobi meetings saw greater attendance
from religiously and politically moderate individuals. In contrast, the
organizers of USSFO7 were leftist social activists, many of whom were
affiliated with community-based organizations and operating without
government sponsorship. These groups targeted their outreach towards
grassroots organizations of low-income people of color as well as lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) and feminist groups within the United
States (see Juris and Smith, Chapter 15). This had the effect of attract-
ing participants who were far to the left of the political mainstream in
the United States. Thus, both differences in organizing strategies and
political contexts affected the kinds of people attending each meeting.

Data AND METHODS

To better understand the types of people that attend the Social Forums, our
research team collected a total of 639 surveys from adult attendees of the
WSFO05 meeting at Porto Alegre, Brazil, 535 surveys from attendees of
the WSFO7 meeting in Nairobi, Kenya, and 582 surveys from attendees
of the U.S. Social Forum meeting in Atlanta in 2007. Respondents com-
pleted paper copies of questionnaires, which collected information on their
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, their political views, their
affiliations with different types of organizations and social movements, and
their political activities. The WSFO7 and USSFO7 surveys were more ex-
tensive than the WSFO5 survey. Questionnaires were collected in English,
Spanish, and Portuguese at WSFO5; English, Spanish, Portuguese, French,
and Swabhili at WSFO07; and Spanish and English at USSFO7. To maximize
the representativeness of these samples, the survey was conducted at the
full range of venues where all participants were welcome: the registration
lines, workshops, plenary events, places where opening marches began
and ended, solidarity tents, and cultural performances.

Registration data from the WSF meetings indicate that our samples
include a disproportionately high number of international participants.
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Whereas Brazilians made up 80 percent of WSFO5 registrants, they made
up only 54 percent of our sample. Similarly, while about 48 percent of
WSFQ7 registrants were Kenyan, Kenyans made up only 39 percent of
our sample. We don’t yet have registration data for the USSF07, but we
suspect we may have oversampled Spanish-speaking and female partici-
pants there. We also surely missed attendees not literate in the above
languages. To overcome some of these sampling biases, we weighted our
WSF samples according to regional and country-level registration data
released by the WSF Organizing Committees of 2005 and 2007 (IBASE
2005, 2007).* We were unable to weight our USSFO7 survey data because
the registration data for this meeting has not yet been publicly released.
Despite these sampling biases, we believe our survey results provide one
of the best available portraits of Social Forum participants. Other studies
of Social Forum participants report similar methods to our own (della

Porta et al. 2006: 23-24; IBASE 2005, 2007).

FINDINGS

This chapter mainly focuses on the political views and activities of Social
Forum participants, but we will first provide a brief overview of our find-
ings regarding participants’ social characteristics and how they compare
to the general public and other survey research on social movement par-
ticipants.” Consistent with prior research emphasizing the importance
of “biographical availability” to participation in social movement events
(McAdam 1986), Social Forum attendees are disproportionately young
(most were between 18 and 35 years old) and single compared to the
general population. Most participants are also not caring for children
under the age of 18. Our 3 surveys also found that the majority of Social
Forum attendees had 16 or more years of education, which is consider-
ably higher than the educational attainment of the general adult popula-
tion. Levels of religiosity were higher in the Nairobi sample, particularly
among African respondents. Even so, our survey results, as well as those
of IBASE, show that Social Forum attendees generally have lower levels
of religiosity compared to the general public.

Our findings regarding the high levels of participation among youth
and those with university educations are in line with the results of
IBASE’s WSF05 and WSFO7 surveys, as well as surveys of participants
of Social Forums in Europe and Australia (della Porta et al. 2006;
Bramble 2006). Our findings also parallel other studies of the social
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characteristics of social movement participants. For example, research
shows a positive relationship between rank-and-file feminist activism
and being unmarried, having fewer children, and attaining higher lev-
els of education (Dauphinais et al. 1992). It also shows a high level of
participation by youth and college graduates in antinuclear rallies in the
United States (Scaminaci and Dunlap 1968). Educational attainment is
also positively correlated with protest participation in Eastern Europe
(Morrison 1998), as well as support for environmentalism in both the
United States and Eastern Europe (Barkan 2004; Buttel and Flinn 1974;
Lee and Norris 2000).

Tables 4.1 and 4.2 report valid responses to survey questions. Table
4.1 provides information on respondents’ organizations, movements, and
protests. More than 60 percent of respondents at all three meetings were
attending their first WSF, but differences in the share of new attendees
differed significantly across meetings. The Atlanta sample had the highest
share of new attendees (90 percent), which is not surprising given that the
USSFQ7 was the first national Forum in the United States, and organizers
targeted grassroots groups organizing low-income communities, many
of which lacked resources for participating in prior Social Forums. The
Porto Alegre sample had the lowest share (61 percent) of new attendees,
which is not surprising given that WSFO5 was the fourth WSF meeting
hosted by this city. Similarly, IBASE reported that about 70 percent of its
WSF respondents in 2005 had not participated in a prior WSF meeting.

Although most respondents were not veterans of the Social Forum
process, over 80 percent of respondents in each survey belonged to some
sort of political or religious organization, although levels of any and vari-
ous kinds of organizational affiliation differed significantly across the
three meetings. The highest share of nonaffiliates was found at Porto
Alegre, where youth membership was particularly high and where the
WSF had gained the reputation of being the “Woodstock” of Brazil
(IBASE 2005).

In line with IBASE’s survey results, NGOs and social movement
organizations (SMOs) were the most common affiliations. While rep-
resentation of members of these two kinds of organizations was fairly
balanced in Porto Alegre, NGO members predominated in Nairobi
and SMO members predominated in Atlanta. Similar to the Atlanta
sample, among Social Forum participants surveyed in Florence and Ge-
noa, more respondents claimed involvement in a “political movement”
(63 percent) or in a “student collective” (58 percent) than in an NGO
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Table 4.1 Political Experiences and Affiliations
of WSF and USSF Participants

WSF 2005 WSF 2007 USSF 2007

Prior Participation in

Social Fora Chi?=144.09***
None 60.7% 80.4% 89.8%
One 20.3% 12.9% 06.5%
Two 10.3% 02.8% 01.7%
Three-Five 08.7% 03.7% 01.3%
Six or More 00.0% 00.2% 00.6%
Organizational Affiliations
NGOs Chi?=43.68*** 41.3% 56.2% 33.7%
Labor Unions Chi2=17.26*** 21.8% 11.6% 19.6%
Political Parties Chi?=52.09*** 20.6% 06.8% 07.7%
SMOs Chi?=109.75***  36.3% 17.4% 52.3%
Government Agencies Chi?=0.28 03.2% 01.9% 03.7%
Religious Groups Chi?=6.00* n/a 10.7% 05.9%
No Affiliations Chi?=15.59*** 19.6% 14.9% 11.1%
In a leadership or
paid positiont Chi?=23.04***
Yes n/a 48.1% 66.1%
No n/a 51.9% 33.9%
Attending on behalf of
an organization Chi?=20.27***
Yes 79.5% 77.4% 68.0%
No 20.5% 22.6% 32.0%
Protests during the past
12 months Chi2=107.52***
None 16.8% 34.0% 11.9%
One 21.4% 09.2% 10.6%
Two-Four 35.8% 30.9% 38.5%
Five or More 26.0% 25.9% 39.0%
Actively Involved in af
Least One Movement  Chi?=20.98***
Yes 72.5% 65.8% 79.4%
No 27.5% 34.2% 20.6%
Engagedin an
Infernational Campaignt® Chi?=2.63
Yes n/a 67.3% 61.4%
No n/a 32.7% 38.6%

Note: * =p < 0.10, ** = p < 0.05, *** = p < 0.01, ' = For these questions, the
percentages given only contain respondents with one or more organizational
affiliation.

Source: Surveys of attendees of the 2005 WSF, 2007 WSF, and 2007 USSF meet-
ings collected by the UCR Transnational Social Movements Research Working
Group.
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(53 percent) (della Porta et al. 2006: 45). Given the extent of poverty in
Africa and the heavy reliance among African activists on international
funding, it is not surprising that NGO representatives were more com-
mon at the WSFO7 in Nairobi than at Social Forum meetings occurring
within wealthier regions (see also Bond 2005). Party members were also
particularly prevalent in Porto Alegre, probably reflective of the strong
presence of socialists there. Union membership was lowest in Nairobi,
reflective of the weakness of the labor movement there, as well as its
distance from Social Forum organizers (see Kwon et al. 2008). While
one might expect greater involvement in international campaigns among
WSF attendees than USSF attendees, we found similar levels of engage-
ment among both organizational affiliates and all respondents in our
Nairobi and Atlanta samples.®

Nearly half (48 percent) of organizational affiliates in our WSFO7
sample and more than half (66 percent) of such respondents in our
USSF07 sample claimed that they were in a “leadership or paid position”
within an organization (a question not asked in our WSFO05 survey),
a statistically significant difference. The gap in leadership and staff
representation was slightly larger among all respondents (30 percent at
Nairobi versus 53 percent at Atlanta, results not shown). In all three of
our surveys, most respondents were attending on behalf of, or planning
to report back to, an organization about their experience at the Social
Forum, although significantly fewer USSFO7 respondents claimed this,
perhaps because fewer organizational resources were needed to travel
to a national Forum than to an international one. These findings are
consistent with prior research on participants of social movements, which
suggests that, rather than being socially isolated individuals, participants
tend to be well-integrated within organizations and institutions that
provide incentives, resources, and opportunities for their mobilization
(McAdam 1999; Klandermans and Oegema 1987; Passy 2001; Tarrow
1998). Likewise, Fisher et al. (2005: 112) found that 40 percent of those
attending global justice protests learned about the protest from an SMO
and that 40 percent traveled to it with such an organization.

Nearly 20 percent of those surveyed by the WVS belonged to a reli-
gious group. This represents nearly twice the share of WSFO07 attendees
reporting an affiliation with a religious institution or movement, and
more than three times the share of USSFO7 attendees making this claim.
This finding suggests that Social Forum attendees generally have lower
levels of religious affiliation compared to the general public.” This conclu-
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sion is also consistent with the lower levels of religiosity found among
Social Forum attendees than the general public. Context does matter,
however. About 16 percent of respondents at the Genoa Social Forum in
2001 and the European Social Forum in 2002 claimed current or prior
involvement in a religious group (della Porta et al. 2006: 45).

On the other hand, except for attendees of the Nairobi meeting,
Social Forum attendees generally appear to be better integrated within
organized labor compared to the general public. The WVS found that
only 12 percent of the general public belonged to unions, while 22 per-
cent of Porto Alegre respondents and 20 percent of Atlanta respondents
were members of trade unions. Again, attesting to the importance of
place, Social Forum participants in Florence and Genoa showed even
higher rates of union membership (44 percent), reflecting the mobiliz-
ing role of labor parties (della Porta et al. 2006: 45). Likewise, about
21 percent of Latin Americans in our Porto Alegre sample were union
members, compared to only 3 percent of Latin Americans surveyed by
the Latinobarémetro survey. Surprisingly, 21 percent of those surveyed
by the Afrobarometer reported union membership, compared to only 5
percent of Africans in our Nairobi sample.

Participation in social protests varied significantly across venues, but
was generally high among respondents in all three surveys. Slightly more
than one-quarter of respondents in our WSFO05 and WSFO7 surveys and
39 percent of USSFO7 respondents claimed to have participated in 5
or more protests during the past year. Protest levels were lowest among
the Nairobi respondents, with about one-third reporting that they had
participated in no protests in the past year, compared to only 17 percent
of Porto Alegre respondents and only 12 percent of Atlanta respondents.
Our respondents appeared to protest more than respondents in IBASE's
WSFO7 survey, perhaps because our question did not specify the form
of protest. Only about 40 percent of the respondents of IBASE’s 2007
survey reported that they participated in nonviolent street demonstra-
tions, while 26 percent participated in street demonstrations with civil
disobedience.

Yet, even these figures are high when compared to results obtained
by the WVS sample of the general public. The WVS found that only
15 percent had ever attended a lawful demonstration. Likewise, while
fully 82 percent of Latin American WSFO05 respondents had attended
at least 1 protest in the past year, only 20 percent of those surveyed by
the Latinobarémetro had ever attended such a demonstration. Similarly,
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while 65 percent of African WSFO7 respondents had attended at least 1
protest in the past year, only 25 percent of those surveyed by the Afroba-
rometer had ever attended a protest. The GSS found that only about 6
percent of its U.S. respondents had participated in a protest in the past
5 years, compared to 88 percent of USSFO7 respondents who protested
at least once in the past year.’

The lower level of protest found in our WSFO7 sample is likely to
be related to the high levels of government control and repression of
social movements within Kenya and Africa, as well as to the high level
of NGO participation, while the high protest rates found in the USSF07
sample are probably related to the high level of participation by leftists,
representatives of SMOs, and staff and leaders of political organizations,
as well as the less repressive context within the United States.

Although significantly lower among Nairobi respondents, movement
participation was very high among respondents of all three of our surveys
compared to the general public. About 73 percent of Porto Alegre re-
spondents and 79 percent of Atlanta respondents claimed that they were
actively involved in at least 1 social movement from a list of 18 types of
movements, compared to 66 percent of Nairobi respondents.’ Perhaps be-
cause respondents were asked about their participation in specific move-
ments, these figures are higher than those obtained through IBASE’s
surveys, in which 55 percent of WSFO5 respondents and 48 percent of
WSF07 respondents claimed to participate in a popular social movement.
At all three Social Forums, the environmental, human/civil rights, and
peace movements were three of the five most common movements in
which respondents were actively engaged. Not surprisingly, compared
to the other two samples, a higher share of Nairobi respondents was
involved in the movement for health care rights and to resolve the HIV
epidemic (a particularly acute crisis in Africa). In Porto Alegre, a higher
share of respondents was involved in the alternative media and socialist
movements, while the feminist movement was better represented among
Atlanta respondents. Representation of the LGBT rights movement was
nearly three times more extensive in Atlanta than at the other two events.
Anarchist and communist movements were among the least common
movements in which our samples of Social Forum respondents claimed
involvement (results not shown). IBASE’s 2005 report found “combating
discrimination” to be among the most common areas of action, similar
to our finding that the “human and civil rights movement” was among
the most popular. IBASE also found education and social assistance to
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be very popular areas of action (these were not included in our list of
movements). Surveys collected among participants of the Genoa Social
Forum in 2001 and the European Social Forum in 2002 revealed that
46 percent belonged to promigrant organizations, 44 percent to trade
unions, and 42 percent to ecological organizations (della Porta et al. 2006:
45). In contrast to the high levels of movement participation of Social
Forum attendees, the WVS sample showed that only 3 percent of the
general public was affiliated with a human rights organization, 5 percent
belonged to a women’s group, 5 percent belonged to an environmental or
animal rights group, and 2 percent participated in the peace movement.

Despite general similarities in respondents’ views, there were statis-
tically significant differences across venues in their political opinions
on nearly all questions shown in Table 4.2.1° Our surveys revealed that
Social Forum attendees tend to be fairly radical in their political beliefs
compared to the general population, although this was significantly less
the case at the Nairobi meeting.

While 56 percent of those at Porto Alegre and Atlanta wanted capi-
talism to be abolished, significantly fewer Nairobi respondents (only 34
percent) answered in this manner; most of the latter group sought to
reform capitalism when asked to choose one answer. Also, a significantly
greater share (63 percent) of Nairobi respondents wanted to reform the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), compared to 24 percent of Atlanta
respondents and 14 percent of Porto Alegre respondents; whereas 54 per-
cent of Atlanta respondents supported abolishing the IMF, 59 percent of
Porto Alegre respondents favored replacing this institution with a more
democratic alternative. Similar patterns were found for attitudes towards
the World Bank and World Trade Organization (WTO) (results not
shown). Likewise, IBASE’s 2005 survey found that more than 80 percent
of respondents expressed distrust of the IMF and WTO. In contrast,
nearly 58 percent of the WVS sample and 73 percent of the Pew Global
Attitudes Survey sample of the general public claimed that the influence of
institutions such as the World Bank, the IMF, and the WTO was “good.”

Atlanta and Nairobi respondents were more united in their opinion
on the United Nations, with more than 67 percent of both groups calling
for reforming it and less than 8 percent of both groups seeking to leave
it alone (a question not asked in Porto Alegre). However, a comparison
of the responses from Nairobi and Atlanta show that nearly twice as
many Atlanta respondents wanted to abolish or replace the United
Nations (15 percent versus 28 percent). This latter finding is somewhat
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Table 4.2 Political Views of WSF and USSF Participants

WSF 2005 WSF 2007 USSF 2007

Views on Capitalism

Chi?=43.926***t

Reform 44.3%
Abolish 55.7%
Neither n/a
Views on IMF Chi?=165.189***1
Negotiate/Reform 14.3%
Abolish and Replace 59.1%
Abolish 26.6%
Do Nothing n/a
Views on UN Chi?=22.39***
Reform n/a
Replace n/a
Abolish n/a
Do Nothing n/a
Political Views Chi?=167.58***
Far Left n/a
Left n/a
Center Left n/a
Center n/a
Center Right n/a
Right n/a
Far Right n/a
Indifferent n/a
Best Level to Solve
Contemporary Problems  Chi*=8.17*
Community/Subnational provinces 58.5%
Natfional 10.1%
International/Global 31.5%
Part of Global
Social Movement Chi?=3.12*
No n/a
Yes n/a
Views on Establishing Democratic
World Government Chi?=91.79***
Good ideqa, and it's possible 25.0%
Good ideq, but it’s not possible 39.4%
Bad idea 35.6%
Views on WSF not Taking
a Political Stance Chi’=n/a
Agree 46.1%
Disagree 53.9%
Neutral n/a

55.3%
34.4%
10.3%

63.1%
15.3%
18.0%
03.6%

77.6%
10.0%
05.3%
07.1%

10.1%
36.3%
12.8%
16.5%
10.7%
05.2%
00.9%
07.6%

50.5%
09.8%
39.8%

16.8%
83.2%

46.8%
38.4%
14.8%

68.6%
24.3%
07.1%

36.0%
55.9%
08.0%

23.5%
21.0%
53.5%
01.9%

67.4%
17.5%
10.8%
04.2%

45.2%
37.2%
07.6%
04.3%
01.1%
01.3%
00.7%
02.6%

57.6%
10.2%
32.2%

12.7%
87.3%

45.1%
26.5%
28.5%

n/a
n/a
n/a

(continued)
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Table 4.2 (continued)
WSF 2005 WSF 2007 USSF 2007

Views on Capitalism Chi?=43.926***1

In Favor of Tobin Tax Proposal Chi?= 9.17***
No n/a 20.4% 12.5%
Yes n/a 79.6% 87.5%

In Favor of Reparations for
those Affected by Slavery,
Colonialism, and Racism  Chi’= 14.49***
No n/a 15.2% 07.2%
Yes n/a 84.8% 92.8%
In Favor of Quotas to
Increase Women's
Political Representation Chi?=7.69***

No n/a 14.2% 21.5%
Yes n/a 85.8% 78.5%
In Favor of Women's Right
to an Abortion Chi’= 150.57***
No/ never n/a 32.0% 12.6%
Yes, under all circumstances n/a 32.5% 72.3%
Sometimes/ it depends n/a 35.5% 15.1%

Note: * = p < .10, ** = p < .05, *** = p < .01, T = The Chi-square tests exclude
WSFQ5 survey results because the survey questions excluded the last category
of responses.

Source: Surveys of atfendees of the 2005 WSF, 2007 WSF, and 2007 USSF meetings
collected by the UCR Transnational Social Movements Research Working Group.

ironic given the extent of the U.S. government’s influence within the
United Nations, but is in line with the extent of radicalism shown among
USSFQ7 participants—many of whom were people of color. In contrast
to our survey results, the WVS found that 51 percent of respondents in
the general population had “quite a lot” or “a great deal” of confidence
in the United Nations.

With the exception of Nairobi respondents, who were less radical than
other Social Forum participants, leftists were overrepresented among
our samples of Social Forum attendees compared to the general world
population. The WVS reports a fairly balanced distribution, with 56
percent of general respondents identifying as left-of-center, while the GSS
reports that only 27 percent of the U.S. population identified this way. We
found that 59 percent of Nairobi respondents and 90 percent of Atlanta
respondents identified as left-of-center in their political orientation. We
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did not include this question in the 2005 survey. However, IBASE reports
that 80 percent of WSFO5 respondents identified as left-of-center, while
48 percent of WSFO7 respondents did so as well.!! Again, della Porta et
al.’s (2006) work on the 2002 European Social Forum provides interest-
ing comparisons: 96 percent of respondents identified as left-of-center,
with 37 percent labeling themselves as “extreme left.”

In all three surveys, when asked to choose one, a majority of respon-
dents claimed that the “community” was the best level to address the
problems of global capitalism, while 30-40 percent of respondents in
each sample chose the international or global levels, and only about 10
percent chose the national level. Despite the popularity of “acting lo-
cally,” more than 80 percent of both Nairobi and Atlanta respondents
considered themselves to be part of a “global movement,” a question not
asked in Porto Alegre.!?

A large majority of respondents in all three samples believed that
creating a democratic world government was a good idea; however, less
than half of each sample, and only one-quarter of WSFO5 respondents,
believed that this was both good and possible. Support for a democratic
world government was greatest in the Nairobi sample (85 percent indi-
cated it was a good idea), perhaps because domestic opportunities for
activists to influence policies are more closed within Kenya and other
African countries than in Brazil or the United States, either because of
greater repression or insufficient revenue. Brazilians and other Latin
Americans, on the other hand, may be more skeptical than respondents
at the other venues that a world government would be dominated by core
countries. On the other hand, the Nairobi sample was less supportive of
the WSF taking positions on political issues than the Porto Alegre sample
(24 percent versus 54 percent), perhaps due to a lesse