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The Fifth World Social Forum in Porto Alegre 2005

 

The fifth World Social Forum took place in Porto Alegre, Brazil, from 26–31 January
2005. After a one-year absence — when the Forum migrated to Mumbai, India —
the original host city of the event in the southern State of Rio Grande do Sul,
welcomed the more than one hundred and fifty thousand participants of the world’s
most global alternative political event back. Staged simultaneously with the World
Economic Forum, the elite gathering in the Swiss Alps, the WSF has become the
major focus of worldwide coordination of all kinds of anti-systemic activities at all
scales, in urban and rural contexts, and (potentially) of all cultures from around the
globe. Delegates from 120 countries participated in more than 400 cultural events and
hundreds of more or less formal meetings. One newspaper estimated the number of
marchers in the opening demonstration that filled the streets of Porto Alegre for hours
at 200,000 (

 

O Correio do Povo

 

, 27 January 2005: 1). Forum participants attended
panels with some of the most well-known progressive public intellectuals from all
corners of the world; and they listened to and debated with each other. Individual
events range from the spectacular — the opening demonstrations, the mass meetings,
the stars — to the sublime — the small conferences, the chance encounters, the music.
Participants are predominantly from Latin America, most of them Brazilians. There
is the perennial regret that there is little mass participation from the poor countries
of the world, with Africa most notably underrepresented, a major political issue to be
addressed, among other things, by potentially moving the Forum there in 2007 (see
Bond below).

The actual event was organized into eleven overlapping theme areas, each running
dozens of workshops and major events simultaneously in a dizzying display of variety
(see Figure 1). The character of these events is as diverse as the topics covered and
groups represented. From serious academic debate, roundtable conversation, political
organizing and new-age spirituality one finds something for everyone’s taste of
intellectual, emotional and spiritual appetites. For the four events in Porto Alegre, the
Brazilian organizational structure on the ground has been indispensable. Some of the
main movements behind the organization of the WSF in Brazil are the CUT (Central
Única dos Trabalhadores), Articulação Feminista Mercosul, Via Campesina, MST
(Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra), Economía Solidaria, and the World
March of Women.

Yet, the phenomenon of the Social Forum cannot be reduced anymore to the annual
World Social Forum meetings. Instead there is a proliferation of the Social Forum on a
multitude of scales (urban, national, continental). The Social Forum is now more
understood as a process and not one single event with the annual World Social Forum
fulfilling the crucial role of being a point of coalescence, debate and coordination. Our
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five contributions below are testimony to the breadth of international experience that
has emerged from Canada to Norway, from the US to South Africa and from Europe to
Asia.

 

Brazil and the WSF: Brazilian possibilities — Brazilian constraints

 

Brazil is a country of contradictions. It is perhaps no wonder, then, that the World Social
Forum was born there and had its annual meeting there 4 out of 5 times between 2001
and 2005. Judging from recent newspaper accounts, the South American country, a land
mass as large as the United States of America, has caught the attention of agencies as
different as the US Central Intelligence Agency, which sees Brazil as one of the world’s
great powers; and of the United Nations, which warns the country to deal more
effectively with catastrophic poverty, a problem that haunts the nation despite its
spectacular economic and natural wealth (

 

O Globo

 

, 19 January 2005: 21).
Brazil’s contradictions are not just economic and social, they are also political. As a

recent Canadian Broadcasting Corporation report noted:

 

Well, in Brazil right now — biggest country in all South America — the mangoes are ripe
and the economy’s juicy; in no small part thanks to reforms taken back in the ‘90s. But the
new President is also claiming credit. Two years into the job — Lula — as he’s known, is the
darling of the fiscal and monetary set. But you don’t make some people happy without cheesing
others off. And those who thought the former fire-breathing labor activist was going to be their
buddy are among them (Connie Watson, CBC Dispatches, 16 February, www.cbc.ca/
dispatches, accessed 18 February 2005).

 

Lula’s rather contradictory identity is expressed most visibly to WSF participants as
he speaks to them in the morning before getting on a plane that will take him to
deliberations with the most powerful economic figures in the world at the World
Economic Forum in Davos. This inbetween-ness is well depicted in a visual display in
the conservative daily 

 

O Globo

 

 just before the start of the two meetings: The paper lined
up the most powerful players in both Porto Alegre and Davos in the manner of two
football teams ready to go to battle, with Lula straddling the divide, his head in Porto
Alegre, his feet firmly on the ground of the valley in Davos (23 January 2005: 36).

Although Brazil is one of the few major nations in the world governed by an
ostensibly left-of-center government, the terms socialist and social democratic,
developed and nurtured in the particular circumstances of European welfare states in
the post-second world war era, seem out of place here. Still, the appellations in the

 

Figure 1

 

The 11 thematic areas at the World Social Forum 2005

• Autonomous thought, reappropriation and socialization of knowledge and technologies
• Defending diversity, plurality and identities
• Arts and Creation: weaving and building people’s resistance culture 
• Communication: counter-hegemonic practices, rights and alternatives
•  Assuring and defending Earth’s and people’s common goods — as alternative to

commodification and transnational control 
• Social struggles and democratic alternatives — against neoliberal domination 
•  Peace, demilitarization and struggle against war, free trade and debt 
• Towards construction of an international democratic order and people’s integration 
• Sovereign economies for and of people — against neoliberal capitalism
• Human rights and dignity for a just and egalitarian world 
• Ethics, cosmovisions and spiritualities — resistances and challenges for a new world 
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streets and in the newspapers everywhere are clearly for the kinds of things we would
recognize to be in this tradition. Lula’s federal anti-poverty program is perhaps the best
example of this sort of intervention. But traditional social democratic politics as the sum
of governmental policies at the macro-economic level to regulate the economy are hard
to find in Brazil. It becomes increasingly obvious that Lula’s anti-poverty politics is
largely compensatory and localized and thus very much in accordance with the
neoliberal development strategy of the World Bank (Sader, 2005). This is after all a
developing country, albeit clearly poised to make the leap into the extended G8 sooner
rather than later, and its explosive development is undoubtedly couched and limited by
the aftermath of the waning Washington Consensus of neoliberal structural adjustment.
As the Fordist compromise, the backbone of social democracies in postwar Europe, is
nowhere to be spotted here in Brazil, the country’s enthusiastic endorsement of post-
neoliberal politics as witnessed in the World Social Forum appears as a more fitting
strategy for social change.

If anything, Brazil exudes socialism as a movement and as a set of possibilities. The
electoral success of the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) in Brazil in general and in Porto
Alegre in particular were both an unlikely historical chance discovery after the
dictatorship and the predictable and overdue outcome of dogged organized struggle of
the trade union movement and the political parties on the Left: the joyous enthusiastic
appearance of the country’s revolutionary recent changes may obscure the hard long
struggle of the past and the challenges that lie ahead. In this sense, too, the situation in
Brazil mirrors the WSF: the clarity of the overall message and the diversity of tactics
characterize both the country and the Forum. To be in power in a country as large and
diverse as Brazil, however, has had its price: that the social coalition that got Lula elected
is strained is perhaps most visible in the vicious state-orchestrated attacks on the landless
squatters of 

 

Sonho Real

 

 in the city of Goiania just weeks after Lula was celebrated
by representatives of the landless movement by naming a cooperative after him
(www.indymedia.org/en/index.shtml, accessed 19 February 2005). The spirit of Porto
Alegre was shattered by the gunshots of the Brazilian military police and stained by the
blood of the massacred landless squatters who, in 

 

Sonho Real

 

, claim their citizenship
rights.

 

From development project to globalization project

 

1

 

The kinds of contradictions social democracy was supposed to resolve have been scaled-
up to global proportions. The idea that a revolution (or social democratic evolution) in
the most developed countries would create the conditions for improvement of the human
condition and spur development elsewhere has been proven a naïve illusion. To the
contrary, the social-democratization of the West — itself under attack from ‘roll-back
neoliberalism’ (Peck and Tickell, 2002) — has led to a hardening of the global divide
of rich and poor. The promise of parallel industrial development for the countries of the
South has lost all of its political support. The economic orthodoxy changed from import-
substitution industrialization (Brazil being a prime example of that strategy during the
developmentalist era) to export orientation and participation in globalized production
networks (McMichael, 2004). This new ‘development strategy’ of globalization has
changed not only the scale but also the actors of political struggle and resistance. Many
social movements are still trapped in developmentalist discourses of modernization.
Importantly, however, the increasing politicization of indigenous and landless peasant
movements challenges traditional discourses of the Left that were a reflection of the
official developmentalism propagated by international organizations throughout most of
the second half of the twentieth century.

 

1 We adapt the distinction between development project and globalization project as two distinct eras
of development from Philip McMichael (2004).
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‘Sink or swim’ is the mantra of and in the post-Fordist global political economy.
Accordingly, the social movements that pressured the old social democracy into existence
— the working class in the industrial centers — have long lost steam. The New Social
Movements (peace, anti-war, feminist, gay and lesbian, environmental, Black Power,
anti-racist, etc.) have made up for some of this loss. But only lately, in a staged global
confrontation, resistance has raised its head and got noticed on a world scale. In the
aftermath of the successful demonstrations against the WTO in Seattle, Genoa and
Cancun and against the projected Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) in Quebec
City and Miami, the ‘other superpower’ got noticed, most spectacularly on 15 February
2003, when millions around the globe protested the soon-to-begin war in Iraq (Starr,
2000; Köhler and Wissen, 2003; Brand and Wissen, 2005). It is this ‘other superpower’
that the WSF brings together in Porto Alegre. The event is the crystallization — in space
and time — of a globally dispersed movement against neoliberalism. Without claiming
any kind of representation of the entirety of anti-neoliberal struggles, the WSF has
become the symbolic representation of a rapidly emerging and growing, yet still
amorphous, conglomerate of worldwide anti-systemic movements.

The predominance of Brazilian and South American participants is striking. This,
however, does not mean — as was seen for example in Seattle — that 

 

altermondialisme

 

cannot have a popular base in North America. It seems rather that the geographical
distance of Porto Alegre and the high travel costs associated with it are the most
important factors of why participants are mainly from South America. It is to assume
that when the Forum will move to Africa in 2007, only a small proportion of regular
South American participants will be able to afford the travel costs while the turnout of
African participants will increase accordingly. However, as Wallerstein (2004: 634)
recently argued, ‘while there remain distortions in the level of participation of different
parts of the world, the WSF is probably more global than any prior historic
agglomeration of antisystemic movements’.

 

The resilience of the urban — the right to the city

 

The WSF is a lived experience in the tradition of claiming the right to the city (Lefebvre,
1996). The Forum creates a multitude of alternative spaces in which its very own motto,
‘another world is possible’, ceases to be a mere slogan and becomes — at least partially
— fulfilled in the lived experience of its participants. The space of the Forum is not a
utopian space that isolates itself from the larger social fabric of the city but fuses its
creative and transformative energy with the everyday lived spaces of the city dwellers.
If only for a few days, it transforms the city in that it breaks with its everyday life
routine. Thus, the lived experience of the WSF embodies the promise of a truly urban
society. The possibility of a different world becomes articulated and lived through the
urban spaces of Porto Alegre and the World Social Forum.

Just moments after 200,000 demonstrators had filled and transformed the streets of
Porto Alegre in the most impressive display of radical political diversity and just a few
hundred meters away from the site of the opening ceremony, the metropolis has returned
— almost — to its everyday rhythm: commuters wait in line at bus stops for their ride;
workers buy lottery tickets; teenage girls window-shop in the local boutiques. The streets
have been cleaned, the banners have been removed, and the police have disappeared.
There are still indications, though, that the return to everydayness is no complete return
to business as usual. The world has changed. The politicization of the WSF affects the
mundane fabric of the city in more or less obvious ways. Three young gay male couples
walk hand in hand back from the Forum site into the city. They are changing back slowly
from activist participants to individual citizens, lovers, everyday urbanites. Without the
presence of the WSF it would be hard to believe they would be seen walking up the
city’s main street in a full display of same-sex affection right in the core of gaucho South
America.
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However, to expect that all contradictions just disappear as a consequence of this first
step is, of course, misplaced. The 50-year old taxi driver who took us to the Forum one
morning had lost his job with a bank, where he worked for 22 years as a computer
programmer. Now he drives a taxi 7 days a week for 16 hours a day and can barely make
ends meet. He has given up on Brazil and dreams of emigration to New Zealand, Canada
or Australia. ‘Another world is possible’, the official slogan of the Forum, rings empty for
him unless it means a place far away from where he finds himself now without hope of
improving his lot. He shares the public space of the Forum with the garbage pickers, who
painstakingly clean up every site after every meeting. Nothing goes to waste without being
tested for further use and potential value. The ‘Other’ is always knocking at the doors of
the WSF — be it in the form of the ever-present informal merchants and water vendors,
who procure the metabolism of the event but who also appear as political actors
throughout. We participants have the privilege to share the everyday spaces of these local
people, who — in a mix of business acumen and human solidarity — make our lives
comfortable while in Porto Alegre. After the Forum we disperse; they stay. We have
changed each other’s lives in some remarkable ways, but have we changed the world?

‘The urbanization of poverty’ (Davis, 2004) is a major aspect of the world in which
the politics of the WSF emerges. In their push for privatization, the policy prescriptions
of international financial institutions (most importantly structural adjustment programs
of the IMF and the World Bank) are decidedly anti-urban. The enforcement of neoliberal
trade agreements and the protection of agro-industrial interests of large multinational
corporations by the WTO are exacerbating the influx of landless peasants into the slums
of the ever-growing cities of the global south. The ‘planet of slums’ (Davis, 2004) cries
out for different solutions from the ones we have known since the onset of the ‘urban
revolution’ (Lefebvre, 2003). The inescapability of this situation is symbolized in the
dramatic ways in which the ‘informal’ 

 

favelas

 

 of Rio de Janeiro have ‘engulfed’ the
‘formal’ city, as the majority of urban growth now occurs in an unplanned and
unregulated manner in the ‘shadow cities’ of squatter settlements (Neuwirth, 2005).

Porto Alegre is not quite the Moloch which Rio or Sao Paulo are often represented
as. There are many tangible signs of improvement of living conditions. Some of them
are on display at one of the many pre- or side-conferences that take place during the
WSF. The International Network for Urban Research and Action (www.inura.org) held
a meeting during which local groups of urban activists and political representatives from
Porto Alegre shared their experiences with participants from Europe and North America.
Among the myriad hopeful signs in Rio Grande do Sul are the courageous and important
attempts to ameliorate living conditions in squatter settlements but also to regain the use
of downtown apartment towers for use by low-income people. This is no small feat in
a country where the urban housing shortage is estimated to be at more than 5 million
units (Gomes Miron 

 

et al.

 

, 2005).
Another important aspect of urban life which has been at the heart of Forum concerns

is the widely lauded process of participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre: Here, the
specific urban experience of one place has provided a model for the world: the export
of the participatory budgeting idea has perhaps been one of the most successful models
of upscaling anywhere. Porto Alegre is everywhere, as demonstrated by an interesting
sequence of workshops examining the spread of the participatory budgeting process into
cities of the global North. Ironically, the question that hovers over the WSF, in light of
the electoral loss of the PT in Porto Alegre late in 2004, is whether all we can hope
for is that emancipatory politics are tolerated in small, temporary playgrounds, as the
world continues to be increasingly dominated by the forces of globalization and
neoliberalization.

Much of the future of urban centers will depend on the provision of basic services
as public and private providers fight over dominance in a highly contested set of markets.
In this context, the prominent struggle against water privatization in Uruguay is a sign
of hope. The Comisión en Defensa del Agua y la Vida (CDNAV), a nation-wide
movement comprised of 40 local social movements from different parts of Uruguay,
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was successful in its national campaign against the privatization of water which ended
in a popular referendum in which the majority of the Uruguayan people voted in favor
of a constitutional reform that prohibits the privatization of water and water services. In
addition, the CDNAV proposed public participatory mechanisms for the regulation of
water and water services that were directly adapted from the Porto Alegre model.
Representatives of the movement were present in Porto Alegre to share their experience.
In its declaration, the CDNAV explicitly states that the success of the Uruguayan case
is being watched by the rest of the world as an effective way to stop the privatization
of water and to institutionalize water as a basic human right (www.rel-uita.org/
agricultura/ambiente/agua/uruguay-2004/declaracion-cndav.htm, accessed 22 February
2005). The Uruguayan experience is an illustration of the WSF being a multiscalar
process: the Forum was instrumental to upscale local and national political struggles to
a supra-national level. This upscaling is all the more important since the struggle in
Uruguay is not quite over yet: multinational corporations (above all the French
multinational Suez-Lyonnaise des Eaux), backed by multinational trade agreements, are
claiming compensation for future lost profits.

The WSF is very much an event where the politics of place is predominant. There
is much talk about rootedness and local community in an age of neoliberalized
globalization. The simultaneity and collusion of literally millions of diverse individual
and collective trajectories of experience is one of the tremendous achievements of
bringing the Forum to life. It creates respect and mutual acknowledgment among
participants. The defense of place becomes a point of coalescence of the most diverse
social movements that, in very different ways, claim their right to place, to livelihood
and subsistence, to the city.

 

The Politics of the WSF: rethinking 
emancipatory theory and practice

 

The WSF can be understood as a space of dissemination of experiences of place-specific
struggles across the globe. It is a meeting place for people to share their experiences in
the fight against neoliberalism, privatization and expropriation. It is about the diffusion
of 

 

local

 

 experiences, 

 

local

 

 challenges, 

 

local

 

 defeats and success stories. It creates
alliances and networks of solidarity and support. It fosters the creation of a
communicative space in which experiences of daily struggles can be shared and
complemented. A fundamental achievement of the WSF is that it continually makes the
‘other superpower’ aware of its very own existence and its potential to change the world
through political struggles and various forms of resistance on an everyday basis.

What we are seeing here is a rather convincing and plausible reliance on agency.
Michael Brie, for example, a delegate of the ubiquitous Rosa Luxemburg Foundation,
lays out an action agenda that does not even entertain the thought that the structures of
globalization might be too hard to change. Instead, he posits that people make their own
history, that innovations are invented by the daily struggles of people, and that
movements should be open to anyone (Brie, 2005). Brie’s thoughts resonate with many
conference participants. While there are many differences in political analysis, strategy
and tactics of the many groups and individuals assembled here, there is an undeniable
attempt to hear one another out, to learn from experiences elsewhere by other people.

The spectrum of proposals is wide, some advances are more popular than others, but
overall, there is an overwhelming sense that history can be made, geographies can be
moved, societies can be changed for the better. While some favor the self-determination
rooted in everyday practices (John Holloway), others note that the strength of the politics
of the multitude lies in a combination of autonomy and cooperation and in the
multitude’s diversity (Michael Hardt). Hardt’s presentation echoes sentiments he had
expressed in his book 

 

Empire

 

 (Hardt and Negri, 2000), where he proposed a decentered
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global network of resistance, the 

 

multitude

 

 as collective agency and a decentralized
revolution. In this view, one may speculate, the WSF is a point of coalescence of the
multitude of locally embedded moments of contestation fulfilling the hope in 

 

Empire

 

that a winning strategy is ‘a matter of gathering together these experiences of resistance
and wielding them in concert against the nerve centers of imperial command’ (

 

ibid

 

.:
399). At the center of much of this debate is the question of power, and here Boaventura
de Sousa Santos, a popular speaker among the hundreds of young listeners, intervenes
forcefully in favor of ‘changing power’ rather than ‘taking power’, another indication
that something in the big house of the Left has started to move.

This present debate highlights some of the different standpoints in the discussion
about the future of the WSF. What transpires is that the future of the WSF is unclear
and its evolution contested. Consensus exists among our contributors that the main
achievement of the WSF is the creation of a dialogical space. The Social Forum offers
a space where various forms and scales of experiences and struggles are linked and
politicized (Köhler). It thus promotes the formation of movements and the generation
of alternatives in and through its open space methodology (Conway). In contrast to the
multiple networks linking global NGO activities, the WSF does not mirror the existing
power structure of the globalized world. While the WSF is open to all manner of groups
(alternative development, religious, trade union, etc.), it is not tied to the structures that
bind these activities together elsewhere. It creates a new space, which bundles movement
possibilities in unprecedented ways.

However, struggles over the representation of the World Social Forum have emerged.
The Group of 19 of more or less honorary leaders of the WSF organization has used
this year’s forum to release the so-called ‘Porto Alegre Manifesto’. The intention behind
the proposal, according to the members of the Group of 19, is to take position, elaborate
common principles, and advance organizational and political strategies. Marcuse’s
contribution argues for a similar trajectory and evolution.

Disagreement also exists over the appropriate scale of political action and resistance
(local, national, global) and the relevance of taking over power/government (Marcuse,
Bond). In the Brazilian context, the debate over the appropriate scale of anti-neoliberal
struggle is all the more interesting and pressing as many of the social movements that
supported Lula’s run for presidency are becoming increasingly disenchanted with his
government’s continuity in neoliberal economic policy-making. This also raises
fundamental questions about the relationship between social movements and electoral
politics and the state. The contribution by Ponniah looks at this relationship and
describes what he calls the emergence of an ‘autonomist electoral politics’ and a
‘visionary national agenda’ to condemn neoliberalism as the result of the Norway Social
Forum. From a somewhat more critical perspective, Bond outlines the relationship
between electoral politics and radical social movements in Africa and the problem of
resistance and cooption.

This debate was initiated by Peter Marcuse, who submitted his provocative paper
below last fall. Instead of having it reviewed, we decided to make it subject to broader
discussion in our Debates and Developments section. We asked four well-known
observers of and participants in the Social Forum process in Europe, Africa and the
Americas to comment on Marcuse’s paper. Scholar-activists Janet Conway (Toronto),
Thomas Ponniah (Boston), Bettina Köhler (Vienna) and Patrick Bond (Durban) rose to
the challenge Marcuse set before them. The outcome is a lively and current debate on
issues we consider pertinent to the readers of this journal. All papers (including
Marcuse’s rejoinder) were mostly completed at the time of the 2005 WSF. Only the
authors of this introduction had the benefit of reviewing and contextualizing the issues
raised in light of their experiences at the January event in Porto Alegre.

 

Ahmed Allahwala 
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Street, Toronto, ON M3J 1P3, Canada.
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