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Introduction
The last few years have not been ripe for global reforms, as demonstrated 
by some telling intra-elite battles decided mainly by an arrogant United 
States government: the inability to expand the UN Security Council 
in September 2005; the potentially permanent breakdown of the Doha 
Round of World Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations in July 2006; 
the minor shift of voting power within the IMF board of governors in 
September 2006 (which strengthened several countries at the expense of 
Africa); the failure to expand the Kyoto Protocol at a November 2006 
conference in Nairobi; and the lack of Middle East, Gulf, central Asian 
and Horn of Africa peace settlements or indeed prospects.

Likewise, this appears a ‘down time’ for global-scale social change 
work in the radical tradition, if by that one considers full-fledged at-
tacks on institutions like the World Trade Organization in Seattle 
(1999) or the G8 in Genoa (2001), or the more surgical activities (and 
the solidarity) that characterised the defence of Zapatismo2 in Mex-
ico after 1994, or of Cochabamba water warriors after they kicked 
out Bechtel in 2000, or of factory occupations in Buenos Aires after 
2002, or of the right to water and electricity in Soweto, or a myriad of 
struggles for human rights and democracy in Palestine, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Burma, Zimbabwe, Swaziland, Colombia and elsewhere. 

1 Director, University of KwaZulu-Natal Centre for Civil Society, http://www.ukzn.ac.za 
(pbond@mail.ngo.za). The support and interest of the Gyeongsang University Institute 
for Social Studies (where this work was first presented) is appreciated, along with 
the Korea Research Foundation’s grant KRF-2005-005-J00201. Thanks are also due 
to colleagues at the Centre for Civil Society at the University of KwaZulu-Natal and 
numerous collaborators in other institutions and justice movements.

2 The Zapatistas emerged in Chiapas – a province of southeastern Mexico – in 1994 as 
a coherent force of many thousands of indigenous people, peasants, workers and lay 
theologians demanding dignity and economic justice.
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To be sure, in June 2007, there was formidable protest against the 
G8 by mainly European activists in Rostock, and the World Bank/
IMF annual meeting in October as well as the G20 session near Cape 
Town in November may be important markers of ongoing militancy. 
The anti-war movement also provides occasional shows of strength, 
especially in sites such as Italy where US bases are at stake.

Still, it is sometimes argued that since September 2001, alliance-
growing internationalism in the North (especially long-sought unity 
between social movements, environmentalists and labour) and the 
space or impulse to conduct protest against corporate globalisation in 
the South have both withered a bit, or at minimum failed to maintain 
the momentum required, given ongoing global-scale threats. If Joe 
Stiglitz is correct, in Globalization and its Discontents, that fair trade ac-
tivists and the Jubilee movement were crucial to getting his reformist 
critique onto the agenda, then it is not surprising that Stiglitz, Jeffrey 
Sachs, George Soros and other high-profile global Keynesians have 
themselves made no progress. 

Without a doubt, there continues to be hectic advocacy work across 
borders carried out by NGOs, international labour federations and 
environmentalists. But the waning visibility of militant community-
based tree-shakers probably prevents the petit-bourgeois NGO jam-
makers from finding any fruits for – or of – their labours. Setting aside 
the remarkable rise of left-leaning Latin American governments and 
their puncturing of the International Monetary Fund’s self-financing 
model, next to nothing has been accomplished to reform the world 
over this time, apart from dubious debt deals, permission to produce 
generic AIDS medicines and a slight increase in North-South aid. The 
move by some globally-conscious activists to anti-poverty campaign-
ing is one reflection of how weak the genuine anti-poverty campaign-
ers are, in articulating a coherent global-scale political project.

But this is not meant to sound so pessimistic. Instead, for advocates of 
global justice, the period since 2001 also witnessed two kinds of con-
structive activities, one in building the World Social Forum (WSF) 
and its constituent movements, and the other linking social movements 
across borders, usually sector by sector – albeit with insufficient linkages 
between the sectors. In his important politico-anthropological book on 
Africa, Global Shadows, James Ferguson (2006: 108) offers this confes-
sion:

Traditional leftist conceptions of progressive politics in the third 
world (to which many anthropologists, including myself, have long 
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subscribed) have almost always rested on one or another version 
of the vertical topography of power that I have described. ‘Local’ 
people in ‘communities’ and their ‘authentic’ leaders and repre-
sentatives who organise ‘at the grassroots’, in this view, are locked 
in struggle with a repressive state representing (in some complex 
combination) both imperial capitalism and the local dominant 
classes. The familiar themes here are those of resistance from be-
low, and repression from above, always accompanied by the dan-
ger of cooptation, as the leaders of today’s struggle become the 
elites against whom one must struggle tomorrow. 

I do not mean to imply that this conception of the world is entirely 
wrong, or entirely irrelevant. But if, as I have suggested, transna-
tional relations of power are no longer routed so centrally through 
the state, and if forms of governmentality increasingly exist that 
bypass states altogether, then political resistance needs to be recon-
ceptualised in a parallel fashion. 

Can we learn to conceive, theoretically and politically, of a ‘grass-
roots’ that would be not local, communal, and authentic, but 
worldly, well-connected, and opportunistic? Are we ready for so-
cial movements that fight not ‘from below’ but ‘across’, using their 
‘foreign policy’ to fight struggles not against ‘the state’ but against 
that hydra-headed transnational apparatus of banks, internation-
al agencies, and market institutions through which contemporary 
capitalist domination functions? 

Hence we begin such a reconceptualisation – a vast task which can 
only be done through myriad debates and struggles, and with activ-
ists from the ‘grassroots’ as our most serious guides – by checking the 
progress of the World Social Forum. From disputes between the vari-
ous camps within the WSF we might reconstruct a map of ideologi-
cal currents that span Third World nationalism, the Post-Washington 
Consensus reformers and the disturbing fusion of neoliberalism and 
neoconservatives to be found in most multilateral agencies. Those 
with any lingering hope for global governance as a route to global 
eco-social justice under prevailing power relations should, after this 
reality check, perhaps instead refocus on those cross-border, cross-
sectoral and cross-cutting alliances that can rearticulate how best to 
fight global-scale repression in all its manifestations. 

The World Social Forum ‘at the crossroads’
We learnt a great deal about the divergent ways forward for global 
justice movement political strategy at the 2007 World Social Forum 
in Nairobi. One of the most influential commentators and activists, 
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Walden Bello (2007), found the Nairobi WSF to be:

…disappointing, since its politics was so diluted and big business 
interests linked to the Kenyan ruling elite were so brazen in com-
mercialising it… There was a strong sense of going backward rath-
er than forward in Nairobi. The WSF is at a crossroads… After the 
disappointment that was Nairobi, many long-standing participants 
in the Forum are asking themselves: Is the WSF still the most ap-
propriate vehicle for the new stage in the struggle of the global 
justice and peace movement? Or, having fulfilled its historic func-
tion of aggregating and linking the diverse counter-movements 
spawned by global capitalism, is it time for the WSF to fold up its 
tent and give way to new modes of global organization of resist-
ance and transformation?

From my own experience, a mixed message – combining celebra-
tion and autocritique – is in order, in the wake of the Nairobi WSF. 
From 20-25 January 2007, the 60,000 registered participants heard 
triumphalist radical rhetoric and yet, too, witnessed persistent defeats 
for social justice causes – especially within the WSF’s own processes. 
Many of these were aired at the leading African political webzine, 
www.pambazuka.org:

•	 Kenya	Social	Forum	coordinator	Onyango	Oloo	listed	grievances	
that local activists put high on the agenda: ‘colonial era land edicts 
and policies which dispossessed their communities; the impact of 
mining and extraction activities on the environment and human 
livelihoods; discriminatory policies by successive governments that 
have guaranteed the stubborn survival of pre-colonial conditions of 
poverty and underdevelopment among many pastoralist and minor-
ity communities; the arrogant disregard for the concerns raised by 
Samburu women raped over the years by British soldiers dispatched 
on military exercises in those Kenyan communities; and tensions 
persisting with neocolonial-era settler farmers and indigenous Ken-
yan comprador businessmen in hiving off thousands of hectares of 
land while the pastoralists and minority communities are targets of 
state terror, evictions and denunciations’. 

•	 WSF	organiser	Wahu	Kaara:	‘We	are	watching	[global	elites]	and	
this time around they will not get away with it because we are say-
ing they should cancel debts or we repudiate them. We refuse un-
just trade. We are not going to take aid with conditionality. We in 
Africa refuse to be the continent identified as poor. We have hope 
and determination and everything to offer to the prosperity of the 
human race.’ 
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•	 Firoze	Manji,	the	Kenyan	director	of	Pambazuka:	‘This	event	had	
all the features of a trade fair – those with greater wealth had more 
events in the calendar, larger (and more comfortable) spaces, more 
propaganda – and therefore a larger voice. Thus the usual gaggle 
of quasi-donor and international NGOs claimed a greater presence 
than national organisations – not because what they had to say was 
more important or more relevant to the theme of the WSF, but 
because, essentially, they had greater budgets at their command.’ 

•	 Nairobi-based	commentator	Tajudeen	Abdul-Raheem:	‘The	WSFs	
show up Africa’s weaknesses whether they are held outside or inside 
Africa. One of the critical areas is our level of participation and pre-
paredness. A majority of the African participants – even many from 
Kenya itself – were brought by foreign paymasters or organisations 
funded by outsiders. Often they become prisoners of their sponsors. 
They must attend events organised or supported by their sponsors 
who need to put their “partners” on display, and the “partners” in 
turn need to show their loyalty to their masters.’ 

•	 Blogger	Sokari	Ekine	(‘Black	Looks’)	on	the	final	WSF	event:	‘Ka-
sha, a Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender and Intersex activist from 
Sexual Minorities Uganda, went up to the stage and asked to make 
a statement. She was asked for a copy of what she would be speak-
ing about and gave them her piece. The organizers threw her piece 
on the floor and refused to allow her to speak. Kasha stood her 
ground saying she, like everyone else, had a right to speak here at 
the WSF. Despite the harassment by the MC and organizers, Ka-
sha took the mic and spoke. She spoke about being a lesbian, about 
being a homosexual. She refuted the myth that homosexuality was 
un-African. She spoke about the punishment and criminalization 
of homosexuals in Kenya, in Uganda, and in Nigeria. She said ho-
mosexuals in Africa were here to stay. Homosexuals have the same 
rights as everyone else and should be accepted and finally that 
even in Africa Another World is Possible for Homosexuals. Kasha 
was booed and the crowd shouted obscenities at her waving their 
hands [and] screaming: “No! No! No!” But she persisted and said 
what needed to be said.’ 

These sobering observations were reflected in a statement by the So-
cial Movements Assembly at a January 24 rally of more than 2000: 
‘We denounce tendencies towards commercialization, privatization 
and militarization of the WSF space. Hundreds of our sisters and 
brothers who welcomed us to Nairobi have been excluded because of 
high costs of participation. We are also deeply concerned about the 
presence of organizations working against the rights of women, mar-
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ginalized people, and against sexual rights and diversity, in contradic-
tion to the WSF Charter of Principles.’

Conflicts included arrests of a dozen low-income people who want-
ed to get into the event; protests to forcibly open the gates; and the 
destruction of the notoriously repressive Kenyan interior minister’s 
makeshift restaurant which had monopolised key space within the 
Kasarani stadium’s grounds. Soweto activist Trevor Ngwane was a 
protest leader, but after the first successful break-in by poor Ken-
yans, reported stiff resistance: ‘The next day we again planned to 
storm the gates but found police and army reinforcements at the gates. 
Those officers carried very big guns. Comrades decided to block the 
main road until the people were allowed in for free. This action took 
about half an hour and then the gates were opened. The crowd then 
marched to the Organizing Committee’s offices to demand a change 
of policy on the question of entrance. Another demand was added: 
free water inside the WSF precinct and cheaper food.’ 

Although that demand was not met, Oloo gracefully confessed the 
‘shame’ of progressive Kenyans during the Social Movements Assem-
bly rally. WSF logistical shortcomings reflected the Kenyan left’s lost 
struggles within the host committee, he said. The interior minister 
(‘the crusher’) snuck in at the last second, and the Kenya Airports Au-
thority systematically diverted incoming visitors to hotels, away from 
home stays (2000 of which were arranged – only 18 actually materi-
alised. thanks to diversions). 

Setting these flaws aside, consider a deeper political tension. For Oloo, 
‘These social movements, including dozens in Kenya, want to see the 
WSF being transformed into a space for organising and mobilising 
against the nefarious forces of international finance capital, neoliber-
alism and all its local neo-colonial and comprador collaborators.’ 

In South Africa, the Centre for Civil Society (CCS) has hosted sev-
eral debates on this question, with at least four varying points of view 
emerging.3 In July 2006, for example, leading African political econo-
mist Samir Amin presented the ‘Bamako Appeal’, a January 2006 man-
ifesto which originated at the prior WSF polycentric event, and which 
combined, as Amin put it, the traditions of socialism, anti-racism/co-
lonialism, and (national) development. In support was the leader of the 
Organization of African Trade Union Unity, Hassan Sunmonu (also 
a WSF International Council member). Complaining that ‘billions of 

3 The quotes below are largely found on the CCS dvd set CCS WIRED, which recorded 
the July 2006 ‘Workshop on the World Social Forum’.



linking below, across and against    87

ideas have been generated since 2001 up till the last Forum’, Sunmonu 
found ‘a lot of merit in that Bamako Appeal that we can use to trans-
form the lives of ourselves, our organizations and our peoples.’ 

But reacting strongly against the Bamako Appeal, CCS student (and 
Johannesburg anti-privatisation activist) Prishani Naidoo and three of 
her comrades criticised its ‘last century’ tone and content, which mir-
rored ‘the mutation of the WSF from an arena of encounter for local 
social movements into an organised network of experts, academics 
and NGO practitioners’. For Naidoo et al., ‘It reassures us that docu-
ments like the Bamako Appeal will eventually prove totally irrelevant 
and inessential to struggles of communities in South Africa as else-
where. Indeed, the WSF elite’s cold institutional and technicist soup, 
occasionally warmed up by some hints of tired poeticism, can provide 
little nourishment for local subjectivities whose daily responses to 
neoliberalism face more urgent needs to turn everyday survival into 
sustained confrontations with an increasingly repressive state.’ In con-
trast, Naidoo and the others praise the ‘powerful undercurrent of in-
formality in the WSF’s proceedings [which] reveals the persistence of 
horizontal communication between movements, which is not based 
on mystical views of the revolutionary subject, or in the official dis-
course of the leaders, but in the life strategies of their participants.’ 

A third position on WSF politics is the classical socialist, party-build-
ing approach favoured by Ngwane and other revolutionary organis-
ers. Replying to both Amin and the autonomist critique at the July 
workshop, Ngwane fretted, on the one hand, about reformist projects 
that ‘make us blind to recognise the struggles of ordinary people.’ On 
the other hand, though, ‘I think militancy alone at the local level and 
community level will not in itself answer questions of class and ques-
tions of power.’ For that a self-conscious socialist cadre is needed, and 
the WSF is a critical site to transcend localist political upsurges. 

A fourth position seeks the 21st century’s anti-capitalist ‘manifesto’ in 
the existing social, labour and environmental movements that are al-
ready engaged in excellent transnational social justice struggles. The 
WSF’s greatest potential – so far unrealised – is the possibility of 
linking dozens of radical movements in various sectors. Instead, at 
each WSF the activists seem to disappear into their own workshops: 
silos with few or no interconnections. Before a Bamako Appeal or 
any other manifesto is parachuted into the WSF, we owe it to those 
activists to compile their existing grievances, analyses, strategies and 
tactics. Sometimes these are simple demands, but often they are also 
articulated as sectoral manifestos, like the very strong African Water 
Network of anti-privatisation militants formed in Nairobi.

The WSF’s greatest potential 
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These four positions are reflected in a new book released at the Nairobi 
WSF by the New Delhi-based Institute for Critical Action – Centre in 
Movement – and CCS: A Political Programme for the World Social Forum? 
(Sen and Kumar, 2007). It contains some older attempts at left interna-
tionalism, such as the Communist Manifesto (1848) and the Bandung 
Communiqué of the Asian-African Conference (1955), as well as the 
‘Call of Social Movements’ at the second and third Porto Alegre WSF, 
the 2005 Porto Alegre Manifesto by the male-heavy Group of Nine-
teen, and the Bamako Appeal with sixteen critical replies. There are also 
selections on global political party formations by Amin, an analysis of 
the global labour movement by Peter Waterman, the Women’s Global 
Charter for Humanity, and some old and newer Zapatista declarations. 

Lest too much energy is paid to these political scuffles at the ex-
pense of ongoing struggle, consider the spirit articulated by Ngwane, 
in a Nairobi debate with WSF founder Chico Whitaker: ‘Ordinary 
working class and poor people need and create and have a movement 
of resistance and struggle. They also need and create and have spaces 
for that movement to breathe and develop. The real question is what 
place will the WSF have in that reality. What space will there be for 
ordinary working class and poor people? Who will shape and drive 
and control the movement? Will it be a movement of NGOs and in-
dividual luminaries creating space for themselves to speak of their 
concern for the poor? Will it be undermined by collaboration with 
capitalist forces? I think what some of us saw happening in Nairobi 
posed some of these questions sharply and challenged some of the an-
swers coming from many (but not all) of the prominent NGOs and 
luminaries in the WSF.’ 

To date, the WSF’s primary achievements have been in gathering the 
multiplicity of movements fighting neoliberal capitalism and imperi-
alism, and maintaining the open space to keep alive mutual education 
and networking. But aside from the kinds of adverse power relations 
that were critiqued by grassroots activists in Nairobi, the WSF’s main 
disappointment remains our inability to converge on strategy, gener-
ate agreed joint actions, and forge cross-sectoral ties.

In past decades, ‘internationals’ were forged from labour, socialist, 
women’s, youth, anti-racism/colonialism, anti-war and other such 
movements, actively seeking commonalities across borders. In addition 
to these movements, future international initiatives will more tightly 
link organisations devoted to minority rights, civil rights, democra-
cy, indigenous people, cultural freedom, human rights, sexual identity, 
disability rights, and elder and youth rights. There are, in addition, 
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many other issue-based movements that already coordinate advocacy 
and protest, in many cases taking their direction from the South where 
movements are more militant and the stakes higher: finance, debt, aid, 
investment, trade, recuperated factories, co-ops, corporate disempow-
erment and anti-consumerism, land, agriculture, forestry, fisheries, 
housing, urban access rights, water, energy, health, food/nutrition, so-
cial security, education, other environmental struggles, media, polic-
ing, prisons, and information and communication technology.

In addition to better targeting of common enemies (such as the Bret-
ton Woods twins, the WTO, the White House, the European Un-
ion, etc.), the challenge, I think, is to gain more coherence not only 
for networking among these movements, but also in finding sites of 
interlock where their own political programmes can be drawn on for 
the sake of a larger – and firmly grounded – manifesto that would in-
spire a new era of coordinated global/national/local activism. 

One national-scale example of an all-encompassing political project 
– which perhaps would emerge from greater linkages across and be-
tween these movements, and much closer attention to their tradi-
tions of struggle – comes from South Africa: the 1994 Reconstruction 
and Development Programme (RDP) (African National Congress, 1994). 
That document attempted to fuse the historical struggles of the Mass 
Democratic Movement’s component parts, drawing upon the analy-
ses, strategies, tactics and alliances built in some cases over decades. 
Though the neoliberal African National Congress did a subsequent 
U-turn on the vast majority of progressive mandates in the RDP 
(Bond and Khosa, 1999), it remains a crucial statement of South Afri-
can social justice aspirations.

If such a global-scale project is not hosted by the WSF, where then? 
One answer is that many movements are beavering away on the ter-
rain of ‘global governance’, where there are various efforts underway 
to reform multilateral institutions. However, if we look at these care-
fully, they have not had much success, given the balance of forces at 
the world scale.

Global governance gaps
It should be clear, after nearly three decades of systematic NGO ad-
vocacy within and around the multilateral agencies – the Bretton 
Woods Institutions, World Trade Organization and even the United 
Nations – that collaboration has mainly not paid off. UN researcher 
Kleber Ghimire (2005, 1) registers pessimism based on his survey of 
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movements (albeit sometimes ‘spontaneous and informal’) that ad-
dress debt, trade barriers, the Tobin tax on financial corruption, an-
ticorruption and fair trade:

[A]lthough governments, bilateral bodies and international devel-
opment institutions are beginning to pay more attention to such 
reformist transnational movements, this has not resulted in sig-
nificant policy impacts… There are major ideological limitations 
of the system to readily accommodate such demands… There are 
few signs of stable interactions between formal political bodies and 
social movements. Internal divisions persist between reformist and 
radical forces within the movements themselves…

This latter point is worth exploring. In what I term ‘movements for 
global justice’, one major split appears between ‘autonomist’ and ‘so-
cialist’ politics, as noted in the dispute over WSF programmatic poli-
tics above. But two other ideological currents in civil society should 
also be noted: Third World nationalism (especially as applied to net-
works active on matters such as racism, reparations, trade and debt), 
and the ‘Post-Washington Consensus’ approach adopted by many 
NGOs, trade unions, progressive religious organisations and academ-
ics aligned with civil society. Moreover, they are arrayed against two 
common foes: neoliberalism and neoconservativism

Ironically, notwithstanding profound internal contradictions, which 
bubbled to the surface in Paul Wolfowitz’s 2007 sex/money scandal, 
the mid/late-2000s are witnessing an unreformable multilateral system 
whose managers generally fuse neoliberalism and neoconservatism, 
serving the interests of a Washington nexus in which the Pentagon, 
Treasury and Federal Reserve are unusually powerful and well aligned, 
but also making substantial concessions to European interests. 

Influenced by Gordon Brown, the European Union not only made 
Pascal Lamy head of the World Trade Organization in 2005 but also 
chose as IMF managing director in mid-2004 the former Spanish fi-
nance minister Rodrigo Rato, whom Vicente Navarro (2004) describes 
as ‘ultra-right’ because not only was he the most austerity-oriented 
EU finance minister, ‘he supported such policies as making religion 
a compulsory subject in secondary schools, requiring more hours of 
schooling in religion than in mathematics, undoing the progressivity 
in the internal revenue code, funding the Foundation dedicated to 
the promotion of francoism (i.e. Spanish fascism), never condemning 
the fascist dictatorship.’

There are few signs of stable 
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Wolfowitz – the architect of the illegal US/UK/Coalition of the 
Willing war against Iraq – was appointed to head the World Bank 
in March 2005, after shoring up the Suharto dictatorship during his 
stint as Ronald Reagan’s ambassador to Indonesia during the late 1980s 
(Vallette, 2005), and as chief strategist for US defence secretary Dick 
Cheney, he drafted the Defense Planning Guidance: ‘Our first objec-
tive is to prevent the re-emergence of a new rival… In non-defence 
areas, we must account sufficiently for the interests of the advanced 
industrial nations to discourage them from challenging our leadership 
or seeking to overturn the established political and economic order’ 
(US Defense Department, 1992).

There has been no respite at the United Nations, where the Bush re-
gime chose hardliners to run the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development, UNICEF and the World Food Programme, as well 
as the secretary-generalship and other key positions. In the wake of 
an early 1990s bout of (failed) UN leadership by Boutros Boutros-
Ghali (a somewhat more Third Worldist Egyptian booted out by the 
US in 1995), Kofi Annan’s tenure was characterised by an obsequious 
obeyance on matters ranging from ineptly-targeted anti-Iraq sanctions 
(which left at least half a million children dead) to Nato’s illegal bomb-
ing of Serbia and the Iraq invasion and occupation. As National Secu-
rity Council officer Robert Orr told an Annan biographer, ‘Very few 
secretaries-general had worked with the US military. Here we were in 
an era where the US military was going to be a big part of the equation. 
You needed a secretary-general who understands that the US military 
is not the enemy. Kofi could do it’ (Anderson, 2007). 

As Perry Anderson’s (2007) ferocious critique of Annan and the UN 
concludes, any hope for the UN as a source of counterhegemony end-
ed during the 1990s: 

Victory in the cold war, knocking the USSR out of the ring, and 
the concomitant eclipse of nationalism by neoliberalism in the 
Third World, henceforward gave the United States more thor-
oughgoing real power over the UN than it had enjoyed even at 
the height of its postwar ascendancy, since it could now rely on 
the compliance, tacit or express, of Russia and China with its im-
peratives. Annan’s Secretariat was one product of this change. The 
multiplication of UN peacekeeping missions in the ‘90s, offload-
ing policing tasks of lesser strategic importance for the Ameri-
can imperium was another. Paramountcy does not mean omnipo-
tence. The United States cannot count on always securing UN 
legitimation of its actions ex ante. But where this is wanting, ret-
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rospective validation is readily available, as the occupation of Iraq 
has shown. What is categorically excluded is active opposition of 
the UN to any significant US initiative. A Security Council reso-
lution, let alone a Secretary General, condemning an American 
action is unthinkable. 

Ban Ki-moon, whose appointment required Chinese assent, may 
keep a lower profile than Annan, but his role is unlikely to be 
very different. The US grip on the organisation has not relaxed, 
as can be seen from recent UN resolutions on Lebanon and Iran, 
which the White House could never have obtained so easily be-
fore. Anxious voices from liberal opinion, worrying that the or-
ganisation might become irrelevant if Bush’s ‘unilateralism’ per-
sists, and plaintive appeals from the left to defend the UN from 
distortion by Washington, are regularly heard today. They can be 
reassured. The future of the United Nations is safe. It will contin-
ue to be, as it was intended to be, a serviceable auxiliary mecha-
nism of the Pax Americana. 

(The new secretary general, Ban Ki-moon, proved Anderson’s point 
in January 2007, on the day the US began bombing Somalia: ‘I fully 
understand the necessity behind this attack’.4)

In this context, for UN Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) to 
serve Pax Americana requires that they re-legitimise the Bretton 
Woods Institutions and World Trade Organization. That is indeed 
the necessity behind the MDG rhetoric, as three leading UNDP bu-
reaucrats have conceded (Vandemoortele, Malhotra and Lim, 2003). 
Even the UN officials admit that while ‘Monterrey [Financing for 
Development conference in 2002], Doha and the Highly Indebted 
Poor Countries (HIPC) [the Highly Indebted Poor Countries ini-
tiative] hold great promise to make significant contributions to the 
achievement of the MDGs, however, progress thus far has been ex-
tremely slow.’ Abundant evidence suggests that because of Monterrey, 
Doha and HIPC (including 2005 concessions), MDG targets will not 
be met (Bond, 2006; Bush, 2007).

4 Within two days it became apparent that 70 nomadic civilians in southern Somalia 
near the Kenya borders were the main victims. According to one report, they were 
‘misidentified in a secret operation by [US] special forces attempting to kill three top 
al-Qa’ida leaders… [Nomads were] bombed at night and during the day while searching 
for water sources. Meanwhile, the US ambassador to Kenya has acknowledged that 
the onslaught on Islamist fighters failed to kill any of the three prime targets… In 
addition to the scores of Somali civilians killed, the simmering civil war in the failed 
state has been rekindled’ (Penketh and Bloomfield, 2007).
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Conclusion: Bottom-up strategies to link  
across borders and sectors
If the World Social Forum is a difficult site at present because of its 
lack of a political programme, where then might builders of the glo-
bal justice movement seek commonality? Three strategic points ap-
pear obvious. First, in terms of scale politics, Walden Bello (2002) 
has suggested that ‘deglobalisation’ (of capital) informs the global jus-
tice movement’s struggles to change power relations and decentralise 
economies. Second, a central objective in the spheres of production 
and reproduction should be ‘decommodification’, in the spirit Gosta 
Esping-Andersen (1990) describes for the best Scandinavian social pol-
icy, codifying the ‘double movement’ that Karl Polanyi (1957: 57) has 
posited as a world-historical phenomenon once the market penetrates 
society too far. Third, towards both appropriate scale and social poli-
cies, we should continue seeking ‘nonreformist reforms’ which would 
achieve concrete goals and simultaneously link movements, enhance 
consciousness, develop the issues, and build democratic organisational 
forms and momentum.

Many of the dilemmas associated with global governance reform con-
sidered above suggest that instead of top-down corrections, it is worth 
focusing instead on bottom-up pressure, but, as Ferguson suggests, in 
a manner that entails movements working across borders, and link-
ing what are sometimes single issues in the process. It is especially in 
the middle-income, semi-peripheral countries that commodification 
and economic globalisation are most fiercely experienced, and most 
actively resisted, and it is not surprising that global leadership is often 
found in these sites. 

These are not scenes that only occur outside the realm of state poli-
tics, for in many Latin American sites (especially Venezuela, Bolivia 
and Ecuador) mass popular initiatives have brought changes of gov-
ernments through votes and protests. Overall, the last 30 years since 
the onset of neoliberalism, and especially the last decade, have wit-
nessed a formidable upsurge of unrest: 1980s-90s IMF riots, high-
profile indigenous people’s protests since Zapatismo in 1994, global 
justice activism since Seattle in 1999, the Social Forum movement 
since 2001, globally coordinated anti-war demos since 2001, autono-
mist protests and the Latin American left’s revival. In the process, the 
most serious activists are crossing borders, races, classes and political 
traditions in sector after sector: land (Via Campesino), healthcare (In-
ternational People’s Health Movement), free schooling (Global Cam-
paign for Education), water (the People’s World Water Forum), energy/
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climate change (the Durban Declaration), debt ( Jubilee South), demo-
cratic development finance (IFIs-Out! and World Bank Bonds Boy-
cott), trade (Our World is Not for Sale) and others. 

For these movements, what strategies are most appropriate, given the 
circumstances and this array of forces? As noted in the discussion about 
the WSF, some in the global justice movement insist that autonomist 
independence is the objective, while others consider these as seed-bed 
struggles for socialism, starting locally but building to national, region-
al and international scales when the power relations are less adverse. 
Although this is not the optimal site for such a debate, it is fairly obvi-
ous that in Chiapas, Zapatismo has ended its localist project and moved 
to a national agenda, in alliance with other indigenous and progres-
sive movements. Argentine factory occupations appear to have hit their 
maximum autonomist strength at the stage of roughly 200 sites and 
15,000 participants. Brazilian landless activists are reformulating cri-
tiques of the national state, in the wake of the betrayal by the Workers 
Party, but making yet more militant demands for state services such as 
interventions against major landowners and grid connections to water 
and electricity services for their occupied lands. Johannesburg’s Anti-
Privatization Forum and its affiliates – sometimes identified as autono-
mist because of their illegal reconnection of water and electricity – have 
recently debated the adoption of an explicitly socialist manifesto. Au-
tonomism may, hence, be at the point of exhaustion as a scale politics, 
potentially to be renewed by national-scale political initiatives, as we 
see in Latin America – yet which work across borders and link issues, as 
Hugo Chavez and his movements appear to clearly comprehend.

But the work required to analyse the movement of movements – and 
their analyses, strategies, tactics and alliances – has not even prop-
erly begun. Perhaps we must await the increasing coherence of these 
cross-border and potentially cross-sectoral movements at the next lo-
cal, national and regional social forums, which will build towards the 
2009 World Social Forum. Meantime, the activists are driving the 
research forward in a manner that tells us more about the world than 
any other method, namely praxis, and it behoves us to learn from their 
victories and failures alike.
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