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Can we learn to conceive, theoretically and politically, of a ‘grassroots’ that 
would be not local, communal, and authentic, but worldly, well-connected, 
and opportunistic? Are we ready for social 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, 
international agencies, and market institutions through which 
contemporary capitalist domination functions?  

James Ferguson, Global Shadows2  
 
1. Introduction3 
 
The last few years have not been ripe for global reforms, as witnessed by some 
telling intra-elite battles decided mainly by the arrogance of the 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 
Organisation 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 
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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 attacks on institutions 
like the World Trade Organisation in Seattle (1999) or the G8 in Genoa (2001), or 
the more surgical activities (including solidarity) that characterized defense of 
Zapatismo in Mexico 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, etc. To be sure, in June 2007, we can expect formidable 
protest against the G8 by mainly European activists in Rostock, and the World 
Bank annual meeting in September plus 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 like 
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 globalization 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 activists 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, aside 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 campaigning is one reflection of how 
weak the genuine anti-poverty campaigners 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 constructive 
activities, one in building the World Social Forum 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 
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important politico-anthropological book on Africa, Global Shadows, James 
Ferguson offers this confession: 
 

Traditional leftist conceptions of progressive politics in the third world (to 
which many anthropologists, including myself, have long 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 representatives 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 
below, and repression from above, always accompanied by the danger 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, transnational 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 reconceptualised in a parallel fashion. 4 

 
Hence we begin such a reconceptualization – a vast task which can only be done 
through myriad debates and struggles, and with activists from the ‘grassroots’ as 
our most serious guides – by checking the progress of the World Social Forum. 
From disputes between the various camps within the WSF we might reconstruct 
a map of ideological 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 to best fight global-scale repression in all its manifestations.  
 
2. 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, Walden Bello, 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 commercializing it… 
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There was a strong sense of going backward rather than forward in Nairobi. 
The WSF is at a crossroads. Hugo Chavez captured the essence of the 
conjuncture when he warned delegates in January 2006 about the danger of 
the WSF becoming simply a forum of ideas with no agenda for action. He 
told participants that they had no choice but to address the question of 
power: “We must have a strategy of ‘counter-power.’ We, the social 
movements and political movements, must be able to move into spaces of 
power at the local, national, and regional level.”  
 Developing a strategy of counter-power or counter-hegemony need 
not mean lapsing back into the old hierarchical and centralized modes of 
organizing characteristic of the old left. Such a strategy can, in fact, be best 
advanced through the multilevel and horizontal networking that the 
movements and organizations represented in the WSF have excelled in 
advancing their particular struggles. Articulating their struggles in action 
will mean forging a common strategy while drawing strength from and 
respecting diversity. After the disappointment that was Nairobi, many long-
standing participants in the Forum are asking themselves: Is the WSF still 
the most appropriate vehicle for the new stage in the struggle of the global 
justice and peace movement? Or, having fulfilled its historic function 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 resistance and transformation?5  

 
From my own experience, a mixed message - combining celebration and 
autocritique - is in order, in the wake of the Nairobi WSF. From January 20-25 
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 atop 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 minority 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 
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farmers and indigenous Kenyan 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 saying they should 
cancel debts or we repudiate them. We refuse unjust 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.’  

 
• 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 preparedness. 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 
organized 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.’  

 
• New Internationalist editor Adam Ma’anit: ‘The sight of Oxfam-branded 

4x4s cruising around flauntingly, the many well-resourced charity and 
church groups decking out their stalls (and even their own office spaces) 
with glossies and branded goodies, all reinforce the suspicion that 
perhaps the WSF has become too institutionalized. Perhaps more 
worryingly has been the corporate sponsorship of the WSF. The Forum 
organizers proudly announced their partnership with Kenya Airways. 
The same company that has for years allegedly denied the right to 
assembly of its workers organized under the Aviation and Allied Workers 
Union.’  

 
• Blogger Sokari Ekine (‘Black Looks’) on the final WSF event: ‘Kasha, a 

Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender and Intersex activist from Sexual 
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Minorities Uganda, went up to the stage and asked to make a statement. 
She was asked for a copy of what she would be speaking about and gave 
them her piece. The organisers 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 organisers, Kasha 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 
criminalisation of homosexuals in Kenya, in Uganda, and in Nigeria. She 
said homosexuals 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 screaming: “No! 
No! No!” But she persisted and said what needed to be said.’  

 
These sobering observations were reflected in a statement by the Social 
Movements Assembly at a January 24 rally of more than 2000: ‘We denounce 
tendencies towards commercialisation, privatisation and militarisation 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 organisations working against the rights of 
women, marginalised people, and against sexual rights and diversity, in 
contradiction to the WSF Charter of Principles.’6 
 Conflicts included arrests of a dozen low-income people who wanted 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 monopolized 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 Kenyans, 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 than marched to the Organising 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 Assembly 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 Authority systematically diverted incoming 
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visitors to hotels, away from home stays (2000 of which were arranged - only 18 
actually materialized 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 organizing and mobilizing against the nefarious 
forces of international finance capital, neoliberalism and all its local neo-colonial 
and comprador collaborators.’  
 Can and should the ‘openspace’ concept be upgraded into something more 
coherent, either for mobilizing around special events (for instance, the June 2-8 
summit of the G8 in Rostock, Germany) or establishing a bigger, universalist left-
internationalist political project? Bello puts the argument for upgrading in these 
terms:  
 

The idea of an ‘open space’ should be interpreted in a partisan fashion, as 
explicitly promoting some views over others and as openly taking sides in 
key global struggles. In this view, the WSF is under an illusion that it can 
stand above the fray, and this will lead to its becoming some sort of 
neutral forum, where discussion will increasingly be isolated from action. 
The energy of civil society networks derives from their being engaged in 
political struggles, say proponents of this perspective. The reason that the 
WSF was so exciting in its early years was because of its affective impact: 
it provided an opportunity to recreate and reaffirm solidarity against 
injustice, against war, and for a world that was not subjected to the rule of 
empire and capital. The WSF’s not taking a stand on the Iraq War, on the 
Palestine issue, and on the WTO is said to be making it less relevant and 
less inspiring to many of the networks it had brought together. 

 
In South Africa, the Centre for Civil Society (CCS) has hosted several debates on 
this question, with at least four varying points of view emerging. In July 2006, for 
example, leading African political economist Samir Amin presented the ‘Bamako 
Appeal’, a January 2006 manifesto which originated at the prior WSF polycentric 
event, and which combined, as Amin put it, the traditions of socialism, anti-
racism/colonialism, and (national) development.7 In support was the leader of 
the Organisation of African Trade Union Unity, Hassan Sunmonu (also a WSF 
International Council member). Complaining that ‘billions of 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 transform the lives of ourselves, our 
organizations and our peoples.’  
 But reacting strongly against the Bamako Appeal, CCS student (and 
Johannesburg anti-privatization activist) Prishani Naidoo and three of her 
comrades criticized its ‘last century’ tone and content, which mirrored ‘the 
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mutation of the WSF from an arena of encounter for local social movements into 
an organized network of experts, academics and NGO practitioners.’8 For 
Naidoo, ‘It reassures us that documents like the Bamako Appeal will eventually 
prove totally irrelevant and inessential to struggles of communities in South 
Africa as elsewhere. 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 contrast, Naidoo and the others praise the 
‘powerful undercurrent of informality 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 discourse 
of the leaders, but in the life strategies of their participants.’  
 A third position on WSF politics is the classical socialist, party-building 
approach favoured by Ngwane and other revolutionary organizers. 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 recognize 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 questions 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 already engaged 
in excellent transnational social justice struggle. The WSF’s greatest potential - so 
far unrealized - 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.9 
 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 
(CACIM) and CCS: A Political Programme for the World Social Forum?10 It contains 
some older attempts at left internationalism, 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 Nineteen, and the 
Bamako Appeal with sixteen critical replies. There are also selections on global 
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political party formations by Amin, 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 expense 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 NGO’s and individual 
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 answers coming from many (but not all) of the prominent 
NGO’s and luminaries in the WSF.’  
 To date, the WSF’s primary achievements have been in gathering the 
multiplicity of movements fighting neoliberal capitalism and imperialism, 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, generate agreed joint actions, and forge cross-sectoral ties. 
 In past decades, ‘internationals’ were forged from labor, socialist, women, 
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 organizations devoted to minority 
rights, civil rights, democracy, indigenous people, cultural freedom, human 
rights, sexual identity, disability rights, and elder and youth rights. There are, in 
addition, many other issue-based movements that already coordinate advocacy 
and protest, in many cases taking leadership from the South where movements 
are more militant and the stakes higher: finance/debt/aid/investment, trade, 
recuperated factories/coops, corporate disempowerment and anti-consumerism, 
land/agriculture/forestry/fisheries, housing/urban access rights, water, energy, 
health, food/nutrition, social security, education, other environmental struggles, 
media, policing/prisons, and information and communication technology, to 
name a few. 
 In addition to better targeting of common enemies (such as the Bretton 
Woods twins, the WTO, the White House, the European Union, 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 
programs can be drawn on for the sake of a larger – and firmly grounded – 
manifesto that would inspire a new generation of coordinated 
global/national/local activism.  
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 One national-scale example of an all-encompassing political project – which 
perhaps would emerge from greater linkages across and between these 
movements, and much closer attention to their traditions of struggle - comes 
from South Africa: the 1994 Reconstruction and Development Programme. 11 That 
document attempted to fuse the historical struggles of the Mass Democratic 
Movement’s component parts, drawing upon the analyses, 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, 12 it remains a crucial statement of South African 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 terrain of ‘global 
governance’, where there are various efforts underway to reform multilateral 
institutions. However, if we look at these carefully, they have not had much 
success, given the balance of forces at the world scale, and hence the agents 
behind these campaigns are often ridiculed for their ‘service to imperialism’, as 
Petras and Veltmeyer put it. 
 
3. Coopted NGOs  
 
James Petras and Henry Veltmeyer have attacked the cadre based mainly in 
NGOs who fail to properly address global power, because they import neoliberal 
precepts into social movements, dressing them up in the language of 
participation and consultation: 
 

The effects of structural adjustment programmes and other [global] 
interventions have the potential of causing popular discontent. That is 
where the NGO’s play an important function. They deflect popular 
discontent away from the powerful [global] institutions towards local 
micro-projects, apolitical ‘grass roots’ self-exploitation and ‘popular 
education’ that avoids class analysis of imperialism and capitalism. On the 
one hand they criticize dictatorships and human rights violations but on the 
other they compete with radical socio-political movements in an attempt to 
channel popular movements into collaborative relations with dominant 
neoliberal elites. Contrary to the public image of themselves as innovative 
grass roots leaders, they are in reality grass roots reactionaries who 
complement the work of the IMF and other institutions by pushing 
privatization from below and demobilizing popular movements, thus 
undermining resistance.13 
 

                                                 
11. www.anc.org.za/rdp/index.html 
12. www.hsrcpublishers.ac.za/full_title_info.asp?id=2029 
13. Petras, J. and H.Veltmeyer (2002), Globalisation Unmasked, London, Zed Books. 
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Table 1: Mainstream and alternative lineages of civil society (David Sogge) 14 
  Mainstream lineage Alternative lineage 
Member-
ship of 
civil 
society 

Local and intermediary NGOs, anti-
government media, nonprofit service bodies 
such as missions, charities, professional and 
business associations 

Social movements, non-establishment 
political parties, trade unions, activist 
community-based organisations, 
knowledge-based NGOs, independent 
media 

Main 
problems 
for civil 
society to 
tackle 

Imperatives of markets, competition and 
modern life break natural social bonds. 
Tensions increase, threatening political 
instability. Lack of trustful relations in 
society sets limits to exchange and to 
security of private property – thus setting 
limits to economic growth. The state 
‘crowds out’ private economic actors. Bad 
governance stems from oversised state 
apparatuses and from behaviour of 
government elites. 

Domination by national and foreign state 
and private actors (often in collusion) 
generates socio-economic exclusion and 
insecurity. These set limits to equitable 
development and growth, weaken tax-based 
redis-tributive measures, frustrate 
democratic politics and generate dangerous 
social polarisation. Bad governance is a 
cumulative outcome of national and global 
politico-economic and military forces. 

Wider roles 
of civil 
society 

Civil society fosters bonds of trust, thus 
lowers business transaction costs and 
widens market relations. It compensates for 
loss of traditional social bonds, 
strengthening social consensus and consent 
to rules, thus helping prevent conflict.  

Civil society promotes the ethic and practice 
of solidarity and emancipation, animating 
and inspiring action toward state and 
toward private business interests. 
(Nonviolent) conflict seen as a necessary 
motor of social change. 

Organisa-
tions’ 
position-
ing and 
tasks 

Organisations together form a ‘third sector’ 
complementing the state and business 
sectors, though they are separate from the 
state in political terms. Via ‘advocacy and 
lobbying’ they hold the government to 
account. They promote decentralisation and 
reduction of central state powers. Via 
public-private ‘partnerships’ some NGOs 
provide social services, conflict mediation 
&c. as alternatives to state providers. 

Organisations distinct from state and from 
business interests. Social movements may 
however crystallize into parties contesting 
for state power. Otherwise, primary tasks 
are to aggregate countervailing power 
through mobilising and forging alliances 
among groups of the poor and excluded via 
routine and non-routine political, judicial 
and media channels. 

Level and 
scope 

Mainly local and national Local, national and international 

Political 
premises 

Approach is premised on notions of ‘weak 
publics’ where opinions are formed but no 
active political leverage is pursued.  

Approach premised on notions of ‘strong 
publics’ where opinions develop and 
political leverage actively pursued. 

Contemp-
orary 
origins and 
backing 

Approach associated with family of ideas 
centred on ‘community’, ‘social capital’ and 
‘trust’ promoted chiefly by US academics 
and large research projects based at US 
universities. Major financial and intellectual 
backing since around 1990 from the World 
Bank & USAID. 

Approach associated with activist 
movements of 1970s and 1980s confronting 
authoritarian, often western-backed 
regimes. Latin American, anti-colonial and 
some European intellectuals. 

 
David Sogge’s formulation (Table 1) of ‘mainstream’ and ‘alternative’ lineages of 
civil society captures a useful dichotomy here. And Mike Davis has amplified the 
critique and applied it especially to urban NGOs in Third World cities.15 

                                                 
14. David Sogge (2004), ‘Civil Domains in African Settings: Some Issues,’ Discussion paper 
prepared for the Hivos Africa Consultation, Arusha, 7 June. Sogge draws upon Jude Howell and 
Jenny Pearce (2001), Civil Society and Development - A Critical Exploration, London, Lynne Rienner.  
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 A similar danger – cooption - exists for those forces which too rapidly jump 
scale to the global, in search of reforms. It should be clear, after nearly three 
decades of systematic NGO advocacy within and around the multilateral 
agencies – the Bretton Woods Institutions, World Trade Organisatin and even the 
United Nations – that collaboration has mainly not paid off. UN researcher 
Kleber Ghimire registers pessimism based on his survey of movements (albeit 
sometimes ‘spontaneous and informal’) which address debt, trade barriers, the 
Tobin tax on financial corruption, anticorruption and fair trade: 
  

[A]lthough governments, bilateral bodies and international development 
institutions are beginning to pay more attention to such reformist 
transnational movements, this has not resulted in significant 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…16 
 

This latter point is worth exploring. In what I term ‘movements for global 
justice’, one major split appears between ‘autonomist’ and ‘socialist’ politics, as 
noted in the dispute over WSF programmatic politics above. But two other 
ideological currents in civil society should also be noted: Third World 
nationalism (especially as applied to networks 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 
academics aligned with civil society. Moreover, they are arrayed against two 
common foes: neoliberalism and neoconservativism. Consider, then, a map of 
five politico-ideological tendencies that represent distinct and largely coherent 
categories associated with, if not historic ‘bloc’ formation, at least increasingly 
universal political orientations (Table 2):  
 

• Global justice movements (often combining traditions of socialism and 
anarchism/autonomism); 

• Third World Nationalism (with varying political traditions); 
• Post-Washington Consensus (often espousing a limited version of social 

democracy); 
• Washington Consensus (neoliberalism); and 
• Resurgent Rightwing (neoconservativism). 

 
                                                                                                                                                 
15. Davis, M. (2006), Planet of Slums, London, Verso. 
16. Ghimire, K. (2005), ‘The Contemporary Global Social Movements: Emergent Proposals, 
Connectivity and Development Implications’, Geneva, United Nations Research Institute for 
Social Development Civil Society and Social Movements Programme, Paper 19, 28 October. 
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Table 2: Five international ideological currents  
Political 
current: 

Global Justice 
Movements 

Third World 
Nationalism 

Post-Wash. 
Consensus 

Washington 
Consensus 

Resurgent 
Rightwing 

Tradition socialism, 
anarchism 

national 
capitalism 

(lite) social 
democracy 

neoliberalism neoconservatism 

Main agenda ‘deglobalization’ 
of capital (not of 
people); 
‘globalization-
from-below’ and 
international 
solidarity; anti-
war; anti-racism; 
indigenous 
rights; women’s 
liberation; 
ecology; 
‘decommodified’ 
state services; 
radical 
participatory 
democracy 

increased (but 
fairer) global 
integration 
via reform of 
interstate 
system, based 
on debt relief 
and expanded 
market access; 
reformed 
global 
governance; 
regionalism; 
rhetorical 
anti-
imperialism; 
and Third 
World unity 

fix ‘imperfect 
markets;’ add 
‘sustainable 
development’ 
to existing 
capitalist 
framework 
via UN and 
similar global 
state-building; 
promote a 
degree of 
global 
Keynesianism; 
oppose US 
unilateralism 
and 
militarism 

rename 
neoliberalism 
(PRSPs, HIPC, 
PPPs) with 
provisions for 
‘transparency’, 
self-regulation 
and bail-out 
mechanisms; 
coopt potential 
emerging-
market 
resistance; 
offer financial 
support for 
US-led Empire 

unilateral petro-
military 
imperialism; 
crony deals, 
corporate 
subsidies, 
protectionism 
and tariffs; 
reverse 
globalization of 
people via 
racism and 
xenophobia; 
religious 
extremism; 
patriarchy and 
bio-social power 

Leading 
institutions 

social 
movements; 
environmental 
justice activists; 
indigenous 
people; 
autonomist s; 
radical activist 
networks; leftist 
labor mvts; 
liberation 
theology; radical 
think-tanks (e.g., 
Focus on the 
Global South, 
Global 
Exchange, 
IBASE, IFG, IPS, 
Nader centres, 
TNI); radical 
media (GreenLeft 
Weekly, 
Indymedia 
Pacifica, 
Pambazuka, 
zmag.org); semi-
liberated zones 
(Bolivaran 
projects, Kerala); 
sector-based or 
local coalitions 
in the WSF 

Non-Aligned 
Movement, 
G77 and 
South Centre; 
self-selecting 
regimes (often 
authoritarian): 
Argentina, 
Brazil, China, 
Egypt, India, 
Indonesia, 
Kenya, Libya, 
Malaysia, 
Nigeria, 
Pakistan, 
Palestine, 
Russia, South 
Africa, 
Turkey, 
Uganda, 
Zimbabwe 
with a few – 
Bolivia, Cuba, 
Ecuador and 
Venezuela – 
that lean left; 
AlJazeera, 
supportive 
NGOs (e.g., 
Seatini, Third 
World 
Network) 

some UN 
agencies (e.g., 
Unicef, 
Unifem, 
Unrisd, 
Wider); some 
INGOs (e.g., 
Care, Civicus, 
IUCN, Oxfam, 
TI); large 
enviro. 
groups (e.g., 
Sierra and 
WWF); big 
labor (e.g., 
ICFTU and 
AFL-CIO); 
liberal 
foundations 
(Carnegie, 
Ford, 
MacArthur, 
Mott, Open 
Society, 
Rockefeller); 
Columbia U. 
economics 
department; 
the Socialist 
International; 
Norway  

US state (Fed, 
Treasury, 
USAid); 
corporate 
media, IT and 
financiers; 
World Bank, 
IMF, WTO; 
elite clubs 
(Bilderburgers, 
Trilateral 
Commission, 
World Econ. 
Forum); some 
UN agencies 
(UNDP, 
Unctad, Global 
Compact); 
universities 
and think-
tanks (U. of 
Chicago 
economics, 
Cato, Council 
on Foreign 
Relations, 
Adam Smith 
Inst., Inst. of 
International 
Economics, 
Brookings); 
BBC, CNN 
and Sky; G8   

Republican 
Party populist 
and libertarian 
wings; Project 
for a New 
American 
Century; right 
wing think-
tanks (AEI, 
CSIS, Heritage, 
Manhattan); 
Christian Right 
institutions and 
media; petro-
military 
complex and 
industrial firms; 
the Pentagon; 
rightwing media 
(Fox, National 
Interest, Weekly 
Standard, 
Washington 
Times); proto-
fascist European 
parties - but also 
Zionism and 
Islamic 
extremism 



 14 

Political 
current: 

Global Justice Movements Third World 
Nationalism 

Post-Wash. 
Consensus 

Washington 
Consensus 

Resurgent 
Rightwing 

Internal 
disputes 

role of state; party politics; fix-
it vs nix-it for int’l agencies; 
gender and racial power 
relations; divergent interests 
(e.g., Northern labor or 
environment vs Southern 
sovereignty and indigenous 
rights); tactics (e.g., merits of 
symbolic property 
destruction)  

degree of 
militancy 
versus the 
North; 
divergent 
regional 
interests; 
religion; large 
vs small 
countries; 
internecine 
rivalries 

some look left 
(for alliances) 
while others 
look right to 
the Wash. 
Consensus (in 
search of 
resources, 
legitimacy and 
deals);  
reforms that 
are optimal 

Differing 
reactions to 
US empire 
due to 
divergent 
national-
capitalist 
interests and 
domestic 
political 
dynamics 

Disputes 
over US 
imperial 
reach, 
religious 
influence, 
and how to 
best protect 
culture, 
patriarchy, 
and state 
sovereignty 

Exem-
plary 
propo-
nents 

POLITICAL SOCIETY: 
F.Castro H.Chavez R.Correa 
E.Morales 
 
CIVIL SOCIETY:  
C.Abugre, Z.Achmat 
E.Adamovsky M.Albert T.Ali 
S.Amin C.Augiton D.Barsamian 
A.Ben-Bela M.Barlow 
H.Belafonte W.Bello A.Bendana 
M.Benjamin P.Bennis F.Betto 
H.Bonafini A.Boron J.Bove 
J.Brecher R.Brenner D.Brutus 
N.Bullard A.Buzgalin L.Cagan 
A.Callinicos L.Cassarini 
J.Cavanagh C.Chalmers 
N.Chomsky T.Clarke 
K.Danaher M.Davis D.Dembele 
A.Dorfman A.Escobar 
L.Flanders R.Fisk E.Galeano 
G.Galloway S.Gill S.George 
D.Glover A.Goodman 
M.P.Giyose A.Grubacic 
M.Hardt D.Harvey D.Henwood 
J.Holloway W.Kaara 
B.Kagarlitsky J.Kelsey N.Klein 
J.LeCarré S.Longwe M.Lowy 
M.Mamdani Marcos A.Mittal 
G.Monbiot M.Moore L.Nacpil 
R.Nader V.Navarro A.Negri 
T.Ngwane N.Njehu A.Olukoshi 
O.Ongwen G.Palast L.Panitch 
M.Patkar J.Perkins J.Pilger 
A.Roy E.Sader D.Sari J.Sen 
C.Sheehan V.Shiva I.Shivji 
J.Singh B.Sousa Santos 
W.Soyinka A.Starr J.Stedile 
H.Sumnono T.Teivainen 
A.Traoré V.Vargas 
H.Wainwright N.WaThiong’o 
L.Wallach I.Wallerstein 
P.Waterman M.Weisbrot 
R.Weissman C.Whitaker 
E.Wood H.Zinn 

POLITICAL 
SOCIETY: 
J.Aristide 
M.Gaddafi 
HuJ. 
N.Kirshner 
R.Mugabe 
D.Ortega 
V.Putin  
 
CIVIL 
SOCIETY: 
Y.Akyuz  
Y.Graham 
M.Khor 
Y.Tandon 
 

POLITICAL 
SOCIETY: 
M.Bachelet 
G.Brundtland 
S.Byers 
J.Fischer 
W.Maathai 
T.Mkandawire 
M.Robinson 
G.Verhofstadt 
K.Watkins 
 
CIVIL 
SOCIETY: 
A.Adedeji 
N.Birdsall 
Bono 
B.Cassen 
P.Eigen 
B.Geldof 
A.Giddens 
W.Hutton 
P.Krugman 
K.Naidoo 
D.Rodrik 
J.Sachs 
W.Sachs A.Sen 
G.Soros 
N.Stern 
J.Stiglitz 
J.Sweeney  
 

POLITICAL 
SOCIETY: 
B.Bernanke 
T.Blair 
G.Brown 
M.Camdessus 
E.Cardoso 
J.Chirac 
H.Clinton 
K.Dervis 
L.daSilva 
V.Fox 
S.Fischer 
A.Greenspan 
A.Krueger 
P.Lamy 
M.Malloch-  
 Brown 
T.Mbeki 
A.Merkel 
H.Poulson 
R.Prodi 
S.Royal 
M.Singh 
SupachaiP.  
 
CIVIL 
SOCIETY: 
B.Clinton 
T.Friedman 
W.Gates 
H.Kissinger 
K.Rogoff 
M.Yunus 

POLITICAL 
SOCIETY: 
E.Abrams  
K.Adelman 
G.W.Bush 
D.Cheney  
R.Gates 
N.Gingrich 
J.Haider 
S.Harper 
J.Howard 
Z.Khalilzad 
B.Ki-moon  
I.Paisley 
J.M.le Pen 
J.Negroponte 
E.Olmert 
R.Rato 
O.Reich 
C.Rice 
K.Rove 
A.Scalia 
R.Tobias 
A.Veneman 
P.Wolfowitz 
 
CIVIL 
SOCIETY: 
Z.Brzezinski 
P.Buchanan 
A.Colter 
J.Falwell 
H.Kissinger 
W.Kristol 
R.Limbaugh 
R.Murdoch 
G.Norquist 
M.Peretz 
R.Perle 
R.Scaife 
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4. Global governance gaps grow 
 
The Post-Washington ideology often finds expression in campaigns such as the 
United Nations Millennium Development Goals, ‘Make Poverty History’ and the 
‘Global Call to Action against Poverty’ (GCAP), which essentially rely for 
credibility upon minor advances within multilateral elite institutions. Activists 
associated with Post-Washington strategies are sometimes accused of promoting 
‘reformist reforms’ which legitimize existing power structures, accumulation 
dynamics, and political processes, and which might also have the effect of 
demobilizing their own constituents by virtue of gaining a modicum of change 
on issues such as debt relief or aid promises.17 (‘Non-reformist reforms, in 
contrast, would open wide the doors for further contestation, would empower 
the movements not the system, and would identify areas of structural 
contradiction for more intense struggles ahead.) 
 Reformist reformers include Make Poverty History strategists, unveiled in 
the British press as under the influence of Gordon Brown’s office via the 
Oxfam/Treasury/World Bank revolving door.18 At the end of 2005, writers like 
Stuart Hodkinson, Noreena Hertz and Maxine Frith analyzed the fatal flaws of 
Make Poverty History. According to Frith, the problem was that celebrities 
‘hijacked’ the campaign.19 For Hertz, ‘We achieved next to nothing’ because ‘the 
campaign’s design allowed it to accept inappropriate markers for success that 
were never real proxies for justice, empowerment or accountability. And also 
because its demands were never in fact audacious enough.’20 Hodkinson was 
even more critical:  
 

By being too dependent on lobbying, celebrities and the media, by failing to 
give ownership of the campaign to southern hemisphere social movements, 
by watering down the demands agreed by grassroots movements at the 
World Social Forum, and by legitimizing the G8 summit, the campaign was 
doomed from the start. Ten out of 10 on aid, eight out of 10 on debt? [This is 
a reference to Bob Geldof’s claim after Gleneagles.] More like G8, Africa 
nil.21 

 
The Johannesburg-based GCAP, known primarily for advocating white 
headband fashion,22 issued an initial newsletter in mid-2005, entailing 3600 
                                                 
17. Bond, P., D.Brutus and V.Setshedi (2005), ‘Are Mainstream NGOs failing Africa?’, ZNet 
Commentary, 21 June; and ‘When Wearing White is not Chic, and Collaboration not Cool’, Foreign 
Policy in Focus, 17 June. 
18. Quarmby, K. (2005), ‘Is Oxfam Failing Africa?’, New Statesman, 30 May.  
19. Frith, M. (2005), ‘Celebrities “Hijacked” Poverty Campaign, say Furious Charities’, The 
Independent, 27 December.  
20. Hertz, N. (2005), ‘We Achieved Next to Nothing’, New Statesman, 12 December. 
21. Hodkinson, S. (2005), ‘G8, Africa nil’, Red Pepper, 27 October. 
22. GCAP’s website is http://www.whiteband.org.  
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words of report-backs on poverty campaigns. There was not a word about 
organic anti-poverty activism in the Global South: labour strikes, popular 
mobilizations for AIDS-treatment and other health services, reconnections of 
water/electricity, land and housing occupations, anti-GMO and pro-food 
security campaigns, women’s organizing, municipal budget campaigns, student 
and youth movements, community resistance to displacements caused by dam 
construction and the like, anti-debt and reparations movements, environmental 
justice struggles, immigrants’ rights campaigns, political movements to take state 
power, etc. Two decades of unrest went unnoticed: 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, anti-war 
demos since 2001, autonomist protests and the Latin American left’s revival. 
Instead, GCAP and similar efforts dedicated their efforts to UN Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG) advocacy. 
 And what of the MDGs? September 2005 was a telling moment: the heads-
of-state UN summit meant to celebrate progress on the MDGs. According to an 
apparently surprised Vicente García-Delgado, the UN representative for the 
NGO then hosting GCAP in Johannesburg, Civicus,  
 

What took place at the UN during the few weeks leading to the Summit was 
a disgrace - an ugly diplomatic spectacle where a large majority of Member 
States saw their carefully drafted outcome document blown up before their 
eyes, and where the entire process of delicate inter-governmental 
negotiations was held hostage to a small minority pulling in opposite 
directions.23 

 
The delicate negotiations were destroyed by one individual, John Bolton, of 
course. But the attack by neoconservative/neoliberal forces on this pillar of the 
Post-Washington project was not in the least unusual. Consider other examples 
of institutional power and ideology that had emerged by the mid-2000s within a 
multilateral system whose managers generally fused neoliberalism and 
neoconservatism, serving the interests of a Washington nexus in which the 
Pentagon, Treasury and Fed were unusually powerful and well-aligned:  
 

• influenced especially by Gordon Brown, the European Union chose to 
appoint as IMF managing director in mid-2004 the former Spanish finance 
minister Rodrigo Rato, whom Vicente Navarro describes as follows:  

Rato is of the ultra-right. While in Aznar’s cabinet, he supported such 
policies as making religion a compulsory subject in secondary schools, 
requiring more hours of schooling in religion than in mathematics, 

                                                 
23. García-Delgado, V. (2005), ‘The Big Letdown: UN Summit Shortchanges the Poor’, CIVICUS 
statement, New York, 16 September. 
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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, and so on. In the 
economic arena, he dramatically reduced public social expenditures as a 
way of eliminating the public deficit of the Spanish government, and 
was the person responsible for developing the most austere social 
budget of all the governments of the European Community. The 
elimination of the deficit in the Spanish government’s budget has had an 
enormous social cost24; 

 
• the new head of UNICEF, chosen in January 2005, was the Bush regime’s 
agriculture secretary, Ann Veneman, although the US and Somalia are the 
only two out of 191 countries which refused to ratify the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child; 
 
• for another key UN post in February 2005, the outgoing neoliberal head of 
the World Trade Organization, Supachai Panitchpakdi from Thailand (who 
served US and EU interests from 2003-05), was chosen to lead the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development; 
 
• Paul 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, and because by mid-2007 he was embroiled in a legitimacy-
threatening nepotism scandal of special delight to the more prurient of 
Post-Washingtoners,25 it is crucial to note his much stronger structural 
service to the neolib/neocon fusion. Wolfowitz’s history had included a role 
in shoring up the dictatorship of president Suharto during the American’s 
stint as Ronald Reagan’s ambassador to Indonesia during the late 1980s. He 
regularly bragged about the strong role of US oil companies in Indonesia, but 
not once went on record against the myriad abuses which finally in 1998 led 
to such intense street riots that Suharto was thrown out.26 As a military 
bureaucrat, instead of serving the cause of democracy, the new World Bank 
president had a history of promoting unashamed US imperialism. By 1992, 
for example, Wolfowitz worked as chief strategist for US defence secretary 
Dick Cheney, where he drafted the Defense Planning Guidance memo. 
Excerpts show prescience: ‘Our first objective 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 

                                                 
24. Navarro, V. (2004), ‘Meet the New Head of the IMF’, Counterpunch, 19 June. 
25. www.worldbankpresident.org  
26. Vallette, J. (2005), ‘The Wolfowitz Chronology’, Institute for Policy Studies Sustainable Energy 
and Economy Network, URL:http://www.ips-dc.org/wolfowitz/tl_intro.htm, March.  
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discourage them from challenging our leadership or seeking to overturn the 
established political and economic order’27;  
 
• the European Union’s hardline trade negotiator Pascal Lamy won the 
directorship of the World Trade Organization a few weeks after that; 
 
• Bolton was appointed US Ambassador to the UN in mid-2005, although 
he departed in December 2006 due to Bush’s inability to gain congressional 
approval; 
 
• neoliberal former World Bank spokesperson Mark Malloch-Brown took 
up a central job in Kofi Annan’s office, at the insistence of Washington;  

 
• neoconservative US State Department official Christopher Burnham 
became UN undersecretary-general for management; and 

 
• another State Department official and former Washington Times editor, 
Josette Sheeran, was made director of the UN World Food Programme in 
spite of dubious links for twenty years with Rev Sun Myung Moon’s 
Unification Church. 

 
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 characterized by an obsequious obeyance on matters 
ranging from ineptly-targeted anti-Iraq sanctions (which left at least half a 
million children dead), Nato’s illegal bombing of Serbia and the Iraq invasion 
and occupation. As National Security 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.’ 28  
 As Perry Anderson’s ferocious critique of Annan and the UN concludes, 
any hope for the UN as a source of counterhegemony ended 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 thoroughgoing 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 imperatives. Annan’s Secretariat was one product of this 

                                                 
27. US Defense Department (1992), ‘Defence Planning Guidance Memo’, Washington.  
28. Anderson, P. (2007), ‘Made in USA’, The Nation, 2 April.. 
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change. The multiplication of UN peacekeeping missions in the ‘90s, 
offloading policing tasks of lesser strategic importance for the American 
imperium was another. Paramountcy does not mean omnipotence. The 
United States cannot count on always securing UN legitimation of its 
actions ex ante. But where this is wanting, retrospective 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 resolution, 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 organization 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 before. Anxious voices from liberal opinion, worrying 
that the organization might become irrelevant if Bush’s ‘unilateralism’ 
persists, 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 continue to be, as it was 
intended to be, a serviceable auxiliary mechanism of the Pax Americana. 29 

 
(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’.30) 
 For the MDGs to serve Pax Americana requires that they empower the 
neoliberal wing of multilateralism, the Bretton Woods Institutions and World 
Trade Organisation. That is indeed the necessity behind the MDG rhetoric, for as 
three leading UNDP bureaucrats suggested in 2003, the campaign relies upon 
 

the Monterrey Consensus on development finance, the Doha ‘development’ 
round on trade, and the Highly Indebted Poor Country (HIPC) initiative, 
respectively. Progress on global commitments for improved aid, fairer trade 
and steep debt relief will determine, to a large extent, the successful 

                                                 
29. Anderson, P. (2007), ‘Made in USA’, The Nation, 2 April.  
30. 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, A. and S.Bloomfield (2007), ‘US Strikes 
on al-Qa’ida Chiefs kill Nomads’, The Independent, 15 January. 
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achievement of the first seven MDGs by 2015 in most if not all developing 
countries.31  

 
Such logic will continue to exacerbate not reduce the forces behind the 
production of poverty, of course.32 Even the UN officials admit that while 
‘Monterrey, Doha and HIPC hold great promise to make significant 
contributions to the achievement of the MDGs, however, progress thus far has 
been extremely slow.’ Abundant evidence suggests that because of Monterrey, 
Doha and HIPC (including 2005 concessions), MDG targets will not be met.33 

 
5. Conclusion: Bottom-up strategies to link across borders and sectors 
 
In contrast, the strategic formula which, amongst other movements, the South 
African independent left has broadly adopted is to build durable and relatively 
democratic mass movements 34 informed by internationalism, combined with 
demands upon the national state to ‘lock capital down’. 35 The spirit entails what 
Walden Bello has called ‘deglobalisation’ (of capital), to which should be added 
‘decommodification’ as a central objective. 36 In South Africa, this has entailed 
three bouts of important mass internationalist protest activity, with more than 10 
000 people marching against the UN’s World Conference Against Racism (in 
Durban, September 2001) for failing to put reparations and Zionism on the agenda; 
more than 25 000 demonstrating against the UN World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (Johannesburg, August 2002) for embracing neoliberal 
environmental and social strategies; and more tens of thousands protesting the 
war against Iraq (countrywide, 2003-04). 
 South African activists like Dennis Brutus, Trevor Ngwane and Virginia 
Magwaza-Setshedi have also been instrumental in trying to remove the boot of the 
Bretton Woods Institutions from Third World necks, harking back to anti-
apartheid analysis, strategy and tactics. As a revival of ‘divestment’ to fight 
apartheid, the World Bank Bonds Boycott has had remarkable success in 
defunding the institution that is most often at the coalface of neoliberal repression 
across the Third World. In addition, South Africans and other activists have won 
dramatic victories in deglobalising the Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights 

                                                 
31. Vandemoortele, J., K. Malhotra and J. Lim (2003), ‘Is MDG 8 on Track as a Global Deal for 
Human Development?’, United Nations Development Programme Bureau for Development 
Policy, Socio-economic Development Group, New York, June.  
32. An excellent recent statement of why can be found in Bush, R. (2007), Poverty and Neoliberalism, 
London, Pluto Press.  
33. Bond, P. (2006)[2004], Talk Left, Walk Right: South Africa’s Frustrated Global Reforms, 
Pietermaritzburg, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press.  
34. Many of these are surveyed in Ballard, R., A.Habib and I.Valoodia (2006), Voices of Protest, 
Pietermaritzburg, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press. 
35. Bond, P. (2003), Against Global Apartheid, London, Zed Books.  
36. Bello, W. (2002), Deglobalisation, London, Zed Books.  
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regime, by demanding generic anti-retroviral medicines instead of branded, 
monopoly-patented drugs. Similar struggles are underway to deglobalise food, 
especially given the Genetically Modified Organisms threat from transnational 
corporations, to halt biopiracy, and to kick out the water and energy privatisers. 
These are typically nonreformist reforms insofar as they achieve concrete goals 
and simultaneously link movements, enhance consciousness, develop the issues, 
and build democratic organisational forms and momentum. 
 Of course, this is a matter for nuanced scale politics: determining whether 
local community, subnational, national or regional strategies can best mitigate and 
reverse global economic tyranny for particular issues. But the main reason to 
deglobalise is to gain space to fight neoliberal commodification, in the process 
establishing proto-socialist consumption strategies that would accompany the 
kinds of radical initiatives at the point of production required to move to the next 
mode of production.  
 To illustrate, the South African decommodification agenda entails struggles 
to turn basic needs into genuine human rights including: free anti-retroviral 
medicines to fight AIDS (hence disempowering Big Pharma); 50 litres of free water 
per person per day (hence ridding Africa of Suez and other water privatisers); 1 
kiloWatt hour of free electricity for each individual every day (hence reorienting 
energy resources from export-oriented mining and smelting, to basic-needs 
consumption); extensive land reform (hence de-emphasising cash cropping and 
export-oriented plantations); prohibitions on service disconnections and evictions; 
free education (hence halting the General Agreement on Trade in Services); and 
the like. A free ‘Basic Income Grant’ allowance of $15/month is even advocated by 
churches, NGOs and trade unions. All such services should be universal (open to 
all, no matter income levels), and to the extent feasible, financed through higher 
prices that penalise luxury consumption. This potentially unifying agenda could 
serve as a basis for widescale social change, in the manner that Gosta Esping-
Andersen has discussed with respect to Scandinavian social policy.37 
 To arrive at such an agenda will require a formal programme, something that 
the global justice movements have not found easy to establish given the 
divergent tendencies between socialism and autonomism. For example, in early 
2005 at the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, 19 well-known movement 
intellectuals and activists gathered to produce a draft of ‘Twelve proposals for 
another possible world’ (abridged as follows): 
 

1. Cancel the external debt of southern countries; 
2. Implement international taxes on financial transactions (most notably the 
Tobin tax on speculative capital), on direct foreign investments, on 
consolidated profit from multinationals, on weapon trade and on activities 

                                                 
37. Esping-Andersen, G. (1991), The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, Princeton, Princeton 
University Press. 
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accompanied by large greenhouse effect gas emissions; 
3. Progressively dismantle all forms of fiscal, juridical and banking 
paradises; 
4. All inhabitants of this planet must have the right to be employed, to 
social protection and retirement/pension, respecting equal rights between 
men and women; 
5. Promote all forms of equitable trade, reject all free-trade agreements and 
laws proposed by the World Trade Organization, and putting in motion 
mechanisms allowing a progressive upward equalization of social and 
environmental norms; 
6. Guarantee the right to for all countries to alimentary sovereignty and 
security by promoting peasant, rural agriculture; 
7. Forbid all type of patenting of knowledge on living beings (human, 
animal or vegetal) as well as any privatization of common goods for 
humanity, particularly water; 
8. Fight by means of public policies against all kinds of discrimination, 
sexism, xenophobia, antisemitism and racism. Fully recognize the political, 
cultural and economic rights (including the access to natural resources) of 
indigenous populations.  
9. Take urgent steps to end the destruction of the environment and the 
threat of severe climate changes due to the greenhouse effect, resulting 
from the proliferation of individual transportation and the excessive use of 
non-renewable energy sources; 
10. Demand the dismantling of all foreign military bases and the removal of 
troops on all countries, except when operating under explicit mandate of 
the United Nations, especially for Iraq and Palestine; 
11. Guarantee the right to access information and the right to inform, 
for/by all citizens;  
12. Reform and deeply democratize international institutions by making 
sure human, economic, social and cultural rights prevail.38 

 
It can well be argued that these efforts risk the ‘top-down’ danger of imposing 
programmatic ideas upon fluid movements and campaigns.39 Reflecting the 
same tendency, as noted above, a much longer effort along these lines was made 
by Samir Amin and Francois Houtart in January 2006 – the ‘Bamako Appeal’ - at 
the polycentric WSF.  

                                                 
38. The signatories – regrettably 18 men and just one woman - were Aminata Traoré, Adolfo 
Pérez Esquivel, Eduardo Galeano, José Saramago, François Houtart, Boaventura de Sousa Santos, 
Armand Mattelart, Roberto Savio, Riccardo Petrella, Ignacio Ramonet, Bernard Cassen, Samir 
Amin, Atilio Boron, Samuel Ruiz Garcia, Tariq Ali, Frei Betto, Emir Sader, Walden Bello and 
Immanuel Wallerstein.  
39. Bond, P. (2005), ‘Discussing the Porto Alegre Manifesto’, ZNet Commentary, 
http://www.zmag.org/sustainers/content/2005-02/22bond.cfm, 22 February.  
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 The concern is that the WSF has been an unprecedented space for these 
sorts of debates. Personally, I would be thrilled if the WSF and its affiliates 
developed programmatic points of convergence. My own feeling is that the 
programmes will emerge from struggle, as they always have, and that probably 
the ideological diversity of the WSF will not permit sufficient clarity on matters 
of the sort I raise above (especially over whether we should ‘fix’ or ‘nix’ 
embryonic global-state institutions). Instead, I think real progress in these 
directions will be found in transnational sectoral forums, of which there are 
roughly three dozen examples, some of which are already generating the global-
scale analysis, demands, strategies, tactics and alliances which the Porto Alegre 
and Bamako Appeal authors should have made reference to. We can divide these 
into three types: political movements (a very broad category); traditional and 
cross-sectoral civil society movements; and issue-based civil society movements.  
 

POLITICAL MOVEMENTS FOR SOCIAL CHANGE  
1) Political movements/parties representing values/ideas of social 
democracy, nationalism, socialism, autonomism, anarchism  
 
TRADITIONAL AND CROSS-SECTORAL CIVIL SOCIETY MOVEMENTS  
2) Labour mvts (including unemployed movements, migration and 
workplace health/safety)  
3) Women’s mvts (including a variety of gender issues)  
4) Youth mvts (including children)  
5) Anti-war mvts (including arms sales, nuclear weapons, landmines)  
6) Anti-racism mvts (dating to abolition)  
7) Minority rights and ethnic mvts  
8) Civil rights mvts  
9) Democracy mvts (including transparency/corruption)  
10) Consumer mvts  
11) Indigenous rights mvts  
12) Human rights mvts  
13) Sexual identity mvts  
14) Disability rights mvts  
15) Cultural mvts (art/music/literature/crafts/video)  
16) Religious mvts  
17) Solidarity mvts  
18) Elder rights mvts  
 
ISSUE-BASED CIVIL SOCIETY MOVEMENTS  
19) Finance/debt/aid/investment  
20) Trade  
21) Economic subsectors (including recuperated factories)  
22) Corporate disempowerment and anti-consumerism  
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23) Land/agriculture/forestry/fisheries  
24) Housing/urban access rights  
25) Water (including irrigation, groundwater, dams and rivers, household 
access, sanitation)  
26) Energy (including global warming, pollution, household access)  
27) Health (including treatment)  
28) Food/nutrition  
29) Social security  
30) Education  
31) Other environmental (including toxics, nuclear, mining, marine)  
32) Media  
33) Policing/prisons  
34) Information/ICT 

 
Many of the dilemmas associated with global governance reform considered 
above suggest that instead of top-down corrections, it is instead worth focusing 
on bottom-up pressure, but, as Ferguson suggests, in a manner that entails 
movements working across borders, and linking what are sometimes single 
issues in the process. In many parts of the world, Karl Polanyi’s ‘double 
movement’ – popular resistance through which ‘the extension of the market 
organization in respect to genuine commodities was accompanied by its 
restriction’40 - is already reasserting itself, both through the rejection of market 
power in many areas of life and nature, and in the reduction of the scope and 
scale – globalization – through which capital exerts itself. But it is especially in 
the middle-income, semi-peripheral countries that commodification and 
economic globalization are most fiercely experienced, and most actively resisted.  
 To reiterate though, these are not purely scenes that occur outside the realm 
of state politics, for in many Latin American sites (especially Venezuela, Bolivia 
and Ecuador), mass-popular initiatives have changed governments through 
votes and protests. Overall, the last thirty years since the onset of neoliberalism, 
and especially the last decade, witnessed 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, autonomist 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 (International Peoples Health Movement), free 
schooling (Global Campaign for Education), water (the People’s World Water 
Forum), energy/climate change (the Durban Declaration), debt (Jubilee South), 

                                                 
40. Polanyi, K. (1957), The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time, 
Boston, Beacon, p.57. 
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democratic development finance (IFIs-Out! and World Bank Bonds Boycott), 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 Movements insist that autonomist independence is the 
objective, while others consider these as seed-bed struggles for socialism, starting 
locally but building to national, regional and international scales when the power 
relations are less adverse. Although this is not the optimal site for such a debate, 
it is fairly obvious that in Chiapas, Zapatismo has ended its localist project and 
moved to a national agenda, in alliance with other indigenous and progressive 
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 critiques 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 autonomist because of their illegal reconnection of water and electricity – have 
recently debated the adoption of an explicitly socialist manifesto. Autonomism 
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 Chavez and his movements appear 
to clearly comprehend. 
 It is impossible to say where and how far these initiatives and movements 
will proceed before they either accomplish their goals or are defeated. But because 
the commodification of everything is still underway, this could provide the basis 
for a widescale movement for fundamental social change, if linked to the 
demand to ‘rescale’ many political-economic responsibilities that are now 
handled by embryonic world-state institutions under the influence of 
neoconservative (or after 2009 probably neoliberal) US administrations. To make 
any progress, delinking from the most destructive circuits of global capital will 
also be necessary, combining local decommodification strategies and tactics with 
the call to defund and then close the World Bank, IMF and WTO (the earlier 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade plus North-South concessions like 
Lome were far preferable for Third World interests). Beyond that, the challenge 
for progressive forces, as ever, is to establish the difference between ‘reformist 
reforms’ and reforms that advance a ‘non-reformist’ agenda. The latter would 
include generous social policies stressing decommodification, and capital 
controls and more inward-oriented industrial strategies allowing democratic 
control of finance and ultimately of production itself. 
 But the work required to analyse the movement of movements - and their 
analyses, strategies, tactics and alliances - has not even properly begun. Perhaps 
we must await the increasing coherence of these cross-border and potentially 
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cross-sectoral movements at the next local, national and regional social forums, 
that 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 behooves us to learn from their victories 
and failures, if we want the most strongly rooted socialist programme possible. 
 


