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Introduction 

 

Just as there are two opposing views regarding sources of Africa’s poverty – one 

top-down, paternalistic and co-optive, the other bottom-up, movement-oriented 

and radical – there are two parallel views of how to fight poverty, and these have 

come into sharp contrast even within ‘civil society’. In this paper, we contrast the 

mainstream efforts - the ‘Global Call to Action Against Poverty’ (GCAP), Make 

Poverty History and Live8 campaigning so evident at the Gleneagles G8 events 

of mid-2005 – with more radical grassroots initiatives.  

 No matter their occasional internecine disputes, the mainstream civil society 

efforts all suffered from the direction of their gaze - to the powerful - and from 

their simultaneous diminution of the organic anti-poverty, pro-justice struggles 

that will genuinely make history. The problem is simple: that gaze to the powerful 

takes for granted that the G8, the WTO, Bretton Woods Institutions and Third World 

state elites are the solution, not the main part of the problem. The radical groups do 

not suffer from such delusion, but have their own internal crises to overcome. 

 We start with the critique of NGO efforts, especially concern that the 

Millennium Development Goals may continue to remain a distraction for 

progressive campaigners, North and South. We then focus on, instead, an 

alternative set of social struggles based on a critique of corporate and financial 

power, and potentially some accompanying economic policy shifts. 

 As was reported, the credibility of Bob Geldof’s Live8 consciousness-raising 

concert was questioned when, with a three-million record sales minimum 

requirement, only one act in the originally scheduled line-up (Youssou N’Dour) 

turned out to be from Africa. At the same time, Make Poverty History was 
                     
1. This paper is excerpted from the conclusion to Looting Africa: The Economics of Exploitation is 
published by Zed Books in July 2006.  



unveiled in the British press as a front for Gordon Brown’s office via the 

Oxfam/Treasury/World Bank revolving door.2 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.3 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.’4 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? More 

like G8, Africa nil.5 

 

South African leftists amplified these concerns, based on flaws in the 

Johannesburg-based GCAP, known primarily for advocating white headband 

fashion.6 Tellingly, the group’s first newsletter, issued on June 14, 2005, was a 

3600-word report-back on campaigning across the world, but ignored organic 

anti-poverty activism in the Global South (labour strikes, popular mobilizations 

for AIDS-treatment and other health services, reconnections of water/electricity, 

                     
2. Quarmby, K. (2005), ‘Is Oxfam Failing Africa?’, New Statesman, 30 May.  
3. Frith, M. (2005), ‘Celebrities “Hijacked” Poverty Campaign, say Furious Charities’, The 
Independent, 27 December.  
4. Hertz, N. (2005), ‘We Achieved Next to Nothing’, New Statesman, 12 December. 
5. Hodkinson, S. (2005), ‘G8, Africa nil’, Red Pepper and Counterpunch, 27 October. 
6. GCAP’s website is http://www.whiteband.org. Critiques of GCAP and Make Poverty History 
are found in two mid-2005 articles by myself, Dennis Brutus and Virginia Setshedi: ‘Are 
Mainstream NGOs Failing Africa?’, in ZNet Commentary (21 June 2005), Global Dialogue (August 
2005); and ‘When Wearing White is not Chic, and Collaboration not Cool’ in Pambazuka, 
Counterpunch, and Foreign Policy in Focus (17 June 2005).  



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 advocacy. 

 

A major distraction gimmick  

 

Attention paid to Africa may have been at its height in July 2005 because of 

global civil society campaigning like Make Poverty History and the GCAP. 

However, more typical was a low point just over two months later, during 

discussions in New York about the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

United Nations aspirations for halving poverty by 2015 were generated five 

years earlier within an agency beset with contradictions, simultaneously moving 

to embrace the Washington Consensus with its pro-corporate Global Compact, 

endorsement of ‘Type 2’ Public-Private Partnership privatization strategies, and 

growing collaboration with the World Bank. To activate the MDGs, United 

Nations General Assembly resolution 55/2 set seven targets: 

 

• reduce the proportion of people living in extreme poverty by half 

between 1990 and 2015; 

• enrol all children of school age in primary schools by 2015; 

• make progress toward gender equality and empowering women by 



eliminating gender disparities in enrolment in primary and secondary 

education by 2005; 

• reduce infant and child mortality ratios by two-thirds between 1990 

and 2015; 

• reduce maternal mortality ratios by three-quarters between 1990 and 

2015; 

• provide access for all who need reproductive health services by 2015; 

and 

• implement national strategies for sustainable development by 2005, to 

reverse the loss of environmental resources by 2015. 

 

Yet the MDG process and the concrete strategies for achieving these objectives – 

including privatization of basic services such as water and electricity - do more 

harm than good, according to many traditional critics in civil society and 

academia, as well as by some in the United Nations itself.  

 To be sure, there may be some benefits associated with globally-constituted, 

universal objectives. As Peggy Antrobus of DAWN puts it, ‘Viewed within the 

context of “the new aid agenda”, the MDGs provide a common framework 

agreed to by all governments with measurable targets and indicators of progress, 

around which governments, UN agencies, International Financial Institutions 

and civil society alike could rally.’7 They permit at least notional accountability 

for donor agencies and states, which civil society activists are already pointing to 

as a guilt trip reminder. 

 However, speaking the language of many feminists and social justice 

activists, Antrobus is blunt: ‘I do not believe in the MDGs. I think of them as a 

Major Distraction Gimmick’:  

 
                     
7. Antrobus, P. (2003), ‘Presentation to Working Group on the MDGs and Gender Equality’, 
UNDP Caribbean Regional Millennium Development Goals Conference, Barbados, 7 July. Cites 
below are from this paper.  



There is evidently widespread awareness of their limitation: their 

inadequate targets and indicators; their restriction to indicators that are 

quantifiable, when much of what is most important – such as Women’s 

Equality and Empowerment - is not easily quantifiable; their omission of 

important Goals and Targets, such as Violence against Women and Sexual 

and Reproductive Rights8; their silence on the context and institutional 

environment in which they are to be met… In fact, a major problem of the 

MDGs is their abstraction from the social, political and economic context in 

which they are to be implemented – the ‘political economy’ of the MDGs. 

 

Central to MDG political economy is that the Bretton Woods Institutions and 

WTO – acting mainly for G8 governments and corporations - appear intent upon 

bringing ever more aspects of life under the rules of commodification, attributing 

market values to society and nature. Hence, as the UN itself admits, 

‘International Monetary Fund programme design has paid almost no systematic 

attention to the goals when considering a country’s budget or macroeconomic 

framework.’ A 2005 UN report complains that ‘In the vast number of country 

programmes supported by the IMF since the adoption of the goals, there has 

been almost no discussion about whether the plans are consistent with achieving 

them.’ The report documents how budget constraints prevent scaling up sectoral 

strategies for some of the MDGs, and that in some cases, ‘countries are advised 

not to even to consider such scaled-up plans’ by the Bretton Woods Institutions.9 

  UN Habitat’s website also admits ‘the common criticism of MDG as a “top-

down” process, which excludes Local Authority and other stakeholders’ 

involvement… There is, thus, an inherent danger that even if the targets are 

                     
8. Antrobus argues: ‘The deliberate exclusion of this fundamental indicator of women’s human 
rights and empowerment from the MDGs symbolises both the lack of sincerity on the part of the 
majority of those who voted on them, and the struggle that lies ahead for anyone who seriously 
seeks equality, equity and empowerment for women.’ 
9. Waruru, W. (2005), ‘IMF, World Bank Come Under Heavy Criticism’, The East African 
Standard (Nairobi), 18 January.  



achieved, the inequalities within a nation across people and places would still 

persist.’10 Minority Rights Group International agrees: ‘There is a genuine risk 

that the strategies used to achieve the MDGs will be less beneficial for minority 

groups, might increase inequalities and may harm some minority 

communities.’11 That risk was acknowledged in the UNDP’s Human Development 

Report 2003: Millennium Development Goals, which conceded that ‘Women, rural 

inhabitants, ethnic minorities and other poor people are typically progressing 

slower than national averages - or showing no progress - even where countries as 

a whole are moving towards the Goals.’12  

 The MDGs themselves are sometimes ridiculed for their lack of ambition. 

Kumi Naidoo of Civicus – responsible for energetic advocacy of MDGs within 

GCAP – concedes that ‘Those that use the MDG framework do so on a strategic 

level and are pushing for goals beyond the MDGs, i.e. Vietnam speaks of MDG 

Plus, and other speak of “beyond MDGs”.’13 Civicus staff sometimes refer to the 

‘Minimalist Development Goals’, even though MDGs are the central focus of the 

GCAP. The disappointing minimalism is evident in a 2003 article by leading 

UNDP bureaucrats, who argued that the MDG commitments to a ‘global 

partnership’ on aid, trade and debt 

 

find their current official commitments in 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 
                     
10. UN Habitat, ‘Urban Management Programme’, Website 
http://hq.unhabitat.org/cdrom/ump/CD/about.html accessed 7 July 2005.  
11. United Nations Development Programme (2003), Human Development Report 2003. 
Millennium Development Goals: A compact among nations to end human poverty, New York, 
p.3.  
12. Minority Rights Group International (2005), ‘The Millennium Development Goals: Helping or 
Harming Minorities?’ Presentation to UN Commission on Human Rights Sub-Commission on 
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights, Working Group on Minorities, New York, 30 May.  
13. Naidoo, K. (2005), ‘Civil Society Gears up for a Major Global Campaign against Poverty, 
CIVICUS Secretary General and Chief Executive Officer, Johannesburg, 21 January.  



determine, to a large extent, the successful achievement of the first seven 

MDGs by 2015 in most if not all developing countries.14  

 

If so, that official commitment worsens poverty rather than reduces it. The UN 

bureaucrats do 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.’ As Monterrey, Doha and HIPC all 

show, global elite commitments on aid, trade and debt relief are, in short, so far 

short of progressive change, that reaching the MDG targets is impossible.15 

 This was abundantly clear in September 2005, by the time of the heads-of-

state summit meant to celebrate progress on the MDGs. As South African 

president Thabo Mbeki observed with uncharacteristic pessimism, ‘our approach 

to the challenge to commit and deploy the necessary resources for the realization 

of the MDGs has been half-hearted, timid and tepid.’16 According to an 

apparently surprised Vicente García-Delgado, the UN representative for 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.17 

 
                     
14. 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.  
15. Bond, P. (2004), Talk Left, Walk Right: South Africa’s Frustrated Global Reforms, 
Pietermaritzburg, University of KwaZulu-Natal Press.  
16. Mbeki, T. (2005), ‘The UN Millennium Review - Time Running Out!’, Address of the President 
of South Africa at the United Nations Millennium Review Summit Meeting, New York, 15 
September, p.3. 
17. García-Delgado, V. (2005), ‘The Big Letdown: UN Summit Shortchanges the Poor’, CIVICUS 
statement, New York, 16 September. 



Nevertheless, García-Delgado claimed, GCAP ‘actions have not been in vain. 

Without their participation and activism, the results of this Summit might have 

been much, much worse.’ But to be quite frank, weren’t these efforts in vain 

given that no new resources or strategic changes emerged? Didn’t the September 

2005 fiasco demonstrate the need for the much deeper and also much more 

urgent work of expanding existing organic activist initiatives?  

 Perhaps once the dust has settled on the wretched deals done by the G8 to 

the applause of coopted NGOs, and once it is evident to all that the MDGs were a 

charade, the latest version of the Africa charity fad will be buried. Then the more 

durable activists will again be on the frontlines and front pages, whether through 

specific campaigns against state and corporate malfeasance (such as the Iraq war 

and occupation), or other forms of progressive mobilization and democratic 

advocacy, or the construction of national Social Forums and internationally-

networked sectoral forums that deliver serious solidarity. Before turning to the 

prospects for a formal programme uniting these kinds of movements, two 

emblematic campaigning examples deserve consideration. 

 

Reparations from - and closure of - global financial institutions 

 

From South Africa, the demand for reparations from apartheid’s financiers is a 

crucial precedent for wider campaigns aimed at reversing the outflow of resources 

from Africa, just as the struggle against apartheid included successful grassroots-

driven ‘financial sanctions’ against the old Pretoria regime that subsequently 

inspired a contemporary battle to close the World Bank and other international 

financial institutions. These are just two telling examples of African-initiated 

campaigns to restore the continent’s capacities. 

 Activists from Jubilee South Africa and other church and apartheid-victims 

groups were frustrated by the failure of the September 2001 World Conference 

Against Racism - the single most appropriate international forum - to advance their 



agenda. The conference was so tightly controlled by Thabo Mbeki that a reparations 

endorsement, supported by the rulers of Nigeria and Zambia, amongst others, was 

simply not permitted in the final resolution.  

 The activists turned to the US courts, following the model set against Swiss 

and German bankers and corporations which violated human (and property) rights 

during the Nazi era. Civil cases for billions of dollars in damages were filed on 

behalf of apartheid victims against large multinational corporations which profited 

from South African investments and loans. In the most important case, Jubilee 

South Africa and the Khulumani Support Group, representing 32,000 South Africans 

(with 87 specific claimants seeding a larger class action), sued 23 financing, 

technology, transportation, oil, and arms corporations for their role in apartheid-era 

human rights abuses.18 The fear engendered was so great that the Bush regime and 

corporate lobbies urgently pleaded with US courts, initially unsuccessfully, to 

nullify an interpretation of the Alien Tort Claims Act that made the apartheid-

reparations suits possible.19 

 South Africa’s justice ministry and Mbeki himself had initially responded to 

the reparations campaign with ‘neither support nor condemnation’. However, in 

the wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s final report, which 

recommended a reparations payment by businesses which benefited from 

apartheid, he changed tack. As of April 2003, it was suddenly ‘completely 

unacceptable that matters that are central to the future of our country should be 

adjudicated in foreign courts which bear no responsibility for the well-being of our 

country and the observance of the perspective contained in our constitution of the 

promotion of national reconciliation.’ The president expressed ‘the desire to involve 

all South Africans, including corporate citizens, in a cooperative and voluntary 

partnership’ – obviously having not considered the numerous futile attempts by the 

                     
18. The companies included IBM, General Motors, Exxon Mobil, JP Morgan Chase, Citigroup, Caltex 
Petroleum Corporation, Ford Motor Company and the Fluor Corporation.  
19. In June 2004, the Supreme Court confirmed the applicability of the Act to such cases, although it 
also warned courts to bear in mind U.S. foreign policy objectives. 



Jubilee SA, the Apartheid Reparations Task Force and Cape Town’s Anglican 

archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane for several years prior to filing the lawsuits.  

 In July 2003, Mbeki and Maduna then explicitly defended the international 

bankers and corporations against reparations proceedings in the US courts, arguing 

in a nine-page brief that the judge must not discourage ‘much-needed foreign 

investment and delay the achievement of the government’s goals. Indeed, the 

litigation could have a destabilizing effect on the South African economy as 

investment is not only a driver of growth, but also of unemployment.’ Pretoria’s 

appeal to the court was apparently catalyzed by a request from then US secretary of 

state Colin Powell.20 

 Nevertheless, hopes were high when two Nobel laureates - former 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu and Columbia University economist Joseph Stiglitz - 

filed friend of the court briefs supporting the activists and discounting Pretoria’s 

arguments. In mid-2004, the US Supreme Court ruled that the Alien Tort Claims 

Act was indeed an appropriate vehicle for these lawsuits. 

 However, based in part upon Maduna’s brief, a New York judge dismissed 

the reparations litigation in November 2004 (which Jubilee and Khulumani took on 

appeal in late 2005). In June 2005, US courts rejected another lawsuit, by ‘comfort 

women’ victims of Japanese World War II torture and rape, in part by citing 

Maduna’s letter to the effect that reparations lawsuits could have adverse foreign 

policy implications. Jubilee then challenged Barclays Bank in a citizens’ 

campaign during the London financier’s purchase of the large South African 

bank Absa. Maduna’s replacement, justice minister Bridgette Mabandla, 

responded with another friends of the court brief in October 2005, on behalf of 

Barclays, other banks, oil companies, arms merchants, auto firms and technology 

giants, prompting more demonstrations against Pretoria’s collaboration with 

apartheid profiteers.  

 Two lessons from these experiences were simple: first, it was impossible to 
                     
20. For details see Bond, Talk Left, Walk Right, Chapter 3. 



find allies in the fight for global justice amongst the nationalist leadership of 

South Africa, no matter the Pretoria politicians’ occasional anti-imperialist 

rhetoric; and second, court action was unreliable, and increased popular protest 

was needed. Firm alliances against financial power would have to be forged 

amongst Third World social movements themselves, along with solidarity from 

Northern supporters, unhindered by distractions from international NGOs and 

labour movements which typically sought mere reform, not abolition, of the 

International Financial Institutions (IFIs).  

 An excellent example of such campaigning occurred in September 2005, 

when Jubilee South Africa picketed eight international banks located in Sandton, 

including Barclays and Citibank. According to Jubilee, 

 

All of these banks either never left South Africa during sanctions or have 

returned post-1994; they are all doing business - making money hand over 

fist - as if they have no moral culpability or responsibility, supported by 

anti-poor economic policy. These banks gave billions of dollars of loans to 

the Apartheid Government, renegotiated its debts and thus enabling it to 

spend even more on its military, and, in the case of Barclays, gave money 

directly to the South African Defense Force in 1976. All of these banks need 

to fully apologize to the South African people for the support they gave to 

the Apartheid regime, and pay reparations to those who have suffered from 

its actions.21 

 

The Washington-based Mobilization for Global Justice and a coalition of Swiss 

activists (Comtec, Declaration de Berne, and Campagne pour l’Annulation des 

Dettes et pour les Réparations en Afrique Australe) joined Jubilee South Africa 

protesters in exemplary solidarity demonstrations. From Sandton to Washington, 

Citibank was target, for as the UN’s Special Committee against Apartheid had 
                     
21. Jubilee South Africa (2005), ‘Strike Against Corporate Greed!’, Johannesburg, 23 September. 



observed in 1979, ‘Citigroup has loaned nearly 1/5 of the $5 billion plus which 

has gone to bolster apartheid’ and in subsequent years made yet more loans for 

segregated housing and for the rollover of apartheid debt during the 1985 

financial crisis. In Berne, Credit Suisse and UBS were the subject of protest 

because from the early 1980s they replaced US and British banks as the main 

apartheid financiers. 

 There are no shortage of such opportunities, for African movements regularly 

voice anger against international finance. David Seddon and Leo Zeilig distinguish 

between a ‘first wave’ of popular struggles and ‘IMF Riots’ from the mid-1970s 

through 1980s which might be seen as a ‘precursor to the contemporary 

phenomenon of the “anti-globalization movement”; others are more sceptical, seeing 

them as merely localized expressions of anger and outrage.’ The second wave of 

popular protest during the 1990s was ‘more explicitly political with more far-

reaching aims and objectives’, with 86 major protest movements in 30 countries 

evident in 1991 alone, and three dozen dictatorial regimes swept out of power from 

1990-94 ‘by a combination of street demonstrations, mass strikes and other forms of 

protest’.22  

 Will a ‘third wave’ emerge, based upon ‘new social movements’, the World 

Social Forum phenomenon and more focused, militant African labour movements? 

There are grounds for pessimism, to be sure, but many moments of inspiration when 

issues move from localist demands and critiques merely of venal elites, to an 

awareness that the struggle is far more profound, and that merely replacing old with 

new rulers does not make much difference. An example was the February 2004 anti-

IMF strike called by the Zambia Congress of Trade Unions, in which half a million 

workers participated. A large march descended upon parliament in Lusaka to 

reject a civil service wage freeze promoted by the IMF, as activists demanded 

                     
22. Seddon, D. and L.Zeilig (2005), ‘Class and Protest in Africa: New Waves’, Review of African 
Political Economy, 103, pp.16-22. 



instead a minimum wage and other budgetary concessions.23  

 In making these kinds of links and establish coherent alternative 

programmes, intra-African activist connections are becoming stronger. In June 

2004, a Cape Town meeting of Jubilee Africa members from Angola, Cameroon, Cote 

d’Ivoire, the DRC, Kenya, Mozambique, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia, Tanzania 

and Zimbabwe, and partners from Brazil, Argentina and the Philippines working on 

a comprehensive Illegitimate Debt Audit ‘expressed deep concern with South 

Africa’s sub-imperialist role and its use of Nepad to promote the neoliberal paradigm 

to further dominate the rest of the African continent politically, economically, 

culturally and militarily, serving the interests of transnational corporations.’ The 

groups demanded: 

 

• full unconditional cancellation of Africa’s total debt; 

• reparations for damage caused by debt devastation; 

• an immediate halt to HIPC and PRSPs and the disguised structural 

adjustment programme through NEPAD and any other agreements that do not 

address the fundamental interests of the impoverished majority and the 

building of a sustainable and sovereign Africa; and  

• a comprehensive audit to determine the full extent and real nature of 

Africa’s illegitimate debt, the total payments made to date and the amount 

owed to Africa.24 

 

This rhetoric is not uncommon. At the global scale a few weeks earlier, a new 

                     
23. SouthScan (2004), ‘Massive Strike Against Austerity Plan,’ 24 February. For background to the 
failed privatisations on the Zambian copperbelt and formidable popular resistance to national 
bank privatisation, as well as the exhaustion of neonationalist official politics, see Larmer, M. 
(2005), ‘Reaction and Resistance to Neoliberalism in Zambia’, Review of African Political 
Economy, 103. 
24. http://www.aidc.org.za 



network of impressive mass-based social movements25 and radical NGOs26 called 

‘IFIs-Out!’ emerged, with ‘unifying principles’ that included the following: 

 

• We believe in dismantling the IFIs, since we believe them to be 

fundamentally incapable of transforming into just institutions. 

• We believe in decommodification, in opposition to the neoliberal trend of 

privatizing all common property. 

• We believe that IFIs reinforce patriarchy and the oppression of women. 

We believe that IFIs reinforce a racist system of global apartheid, including 

the oppression of indigenous communities. 

• We believe in the free global movement of people. 

• We believe in the deglobalization of capital. 

• We believe in cross-territorial work, crossing national, regional, and 

continental boundaries, and boundaries between issues (such as women, 

agriculture, indigenous peoples, public health, etc.) 

• We believe in global South leadership. 

• We believe in strengthening popular social movements. 

• We believe in linking global struggles against IFIs with local struggles 

around land, food, water, etc. (‘global-local linkage’). 

 

Are there concrete ways to take these principles into battle against the IFIs? One 

anti-imperialist financial tactic based on the strategy of defunding the World Bank 

                     
25. Social movement attendees at the founding conference (25-26 April 2004) included Association 
of Communities Organizing for Reform Now, US; CEIBA, Guatemala; Citizens Network for 
Essential Services, US; CODDEFFAGOLF, Honduras; COPINH, Honduras; Council of Canadians; 
Freedom from Debt Coalition, Philippines; Jubilee South, Philippines; Jubilee South Africa; 
MPNKP, Haiti; Narmada Bachao Andolan, India; Halifax Initiative Coalition, Canada; and Soweto 
Electricity Crisis Committee, South Africa. 
26. These included Center for Economic and Policy Research, US; Center for Economic Justice, US; 
CEJ Southern Africa, South Africa; CIEPAC, Mexico; Development Gap/SAPRIN, US; Focus on the 
Global South, Thailand/India; Institute for Global Networking, Information and Studies, Norway; 
Public Citizen, US; and Rocky Mountain Peace and Justice Center, US. 



was introduced four years earlier: the World Bank Bonds Boycott. Launched by 

Jubilee South Africa, Brazil’s Movement of Landless Workers, and numerous other 

Third World activist groups in April 2000, the Bonds Boycott poses this simple 

question that harks back to anti-apartheid disinvestment campaigning: is it ethical 

for socially-conscious people to invest in the Bank by buying its bonds, responsible 

for 80% of the institution’s resources, hence drawing out dividends which 

represent the fruits of enormous suffering? Within a few years, the world’s largest 

pension fund, TIAA-CREF, had sold its bonds under activist pressure, and an 

impressive array of investment funds committed never to buy another Bank bond 

again.27 In addition, preparations were underway for campaigns to oppose 

recapitalization of the IFIs. Another front was neoliberal knowledge reproduction 

via the IFIs, especially the World Bank’s ‘Knowledge Bank’ role, which would also 

be subject to a campaign of intellectual delegitimation in coming years. 

 No matter the tactics, the strategy and analysis deployed by the activists must 

continue to stress the relationship between market power and imperialism, the 

way Leon Trotsky and Rosa Luxemburg did a century ago, and the way so many 

African critics have done over the past half-century. Indeed, with Paul Wolfowitz 

running the Bank at least through 2009 – when potentially either the selection 

system might change (highly unlikely) or a Democratic president would appoint 

someone else with a slightly less obvious imperial orientation – these questions are 

being raised in a way that unifies global justice movements with the broader anti-

imperialism/war struggle.  

 For example, in Washington on September 24, 2005, a mass march of at least 

200,000 people demanding US withdrawal from Iraq wound its way to an 

                     
27. http://www.worldbankboycott.org Organizations that have endorsed the boycott included 
major religious orders (the Conference of Major Superiors of Men, Pax Christi USA, the Unitarian 
Universalist General Assembly, and dozens of others); the most important social responsibility 
funds (Calvert Group, Global Greengrants Fund, Ben and Jerry’s Foundation, and Trillium Assets 
Management); the University of New Mexico endowment fund; US cities (including San Francisco, 
Milwaukee, Boulder and Cambridge); and major trade union pension/investment funds (e.g., 
Teamsters, Postal Workers, Service Employees International, American Federation of Government 
Employees, Longshoremen, Communication Workers of America, United Electrical Workers). 



intersection near Pennsylvania and 18th Streets, where the World Bank and IMF 

annual meetings were underway. As Soweto activist Virginia Setshedi told 

InterPress Service, ‘It is not just about war. It is about how many people die 

around the world because of unfair policies and actions - a large part of which 

are economic. So it is not just the military injustice that we are facing. We need to 

connect the dots together.’ Protest organisers attacked Bretton Woods Institutions 

policies for placing ‘corporate profits ahead of basic human needs worldwide. 

We will speak out against the corporate theft of Iraq’s resources and the 

decimation of the Iraqi economy through privatization and “free trade”.’28 A 

mock wedding was held outside the Bank on September 22, uniting the Pentagon 

with the Bank under Wolfowitz’s leadership. 

 According to Reuters, protesters grieved for ‘the rights of the poor in 

Louisiana displaced by Hurricane Katrina, the poor in Iraq who are being hurt 

by war and those that protesters say are forced into poverty by IMF policies.’29 

The links continued to be deepened, into even the World Bank’s host city, 

according to a vibrant local activist group, the Mobilization for Global Justice: 

 

These policies extend even into the US: as residents of Washington DC, we 

are the reluctant hosts of the World Bank, the IMF, and other institutions of 

empire. With our only public hospital closed, a deteriorating public school 

system, and a private baseball stadium being built with public funds, we 

see that the same policies of private gain at public expense imposed on 

borrowing countries by the World Bank and IMF are also at work in 

Washington. The World Bank and IMF make billions a year in profits, use 

services provided by the city, and sit on valuable property downtown, yet 

they pay no property taxes or corporate revenue taxes. This is an injustice in 

a city with a majority low-income population and is a cruel hypocrisy on 
                     
28. Shirin (2005), ‘Thousands Rally Against “Economic Apartheid”‘, InterPress Services, 
Washington, 24 September. 
29. Lambert, L. (2005), ‘Thousands in US Protest Iraq War, Globalization’, Reuters, 25 September. 



the part of the institutions, which state ‘poverty reduction’ and ‘economic 

development’ as part of their goals.30 

 

Tellingly, the same week as the big protests, two other indications of Bank 

resilience appeared: a somewhat farcical gathering with civil society 

organizations inside the Bank,31 and the release of the 2006 World Development 

Report: Equity and Development, whose cover borrowed the leftist Mexican 

muralist Diego Rivera’s incendiary ‘Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda 

Park’ (1947-48). That report, according to Sanjay Reddy, ‘often relies on 

questionable indicators and analytical tools. For example, more secure property 

rights, as judged by foreign investors, are used as a proxy for the “quality of 

institutions”… Its intellectual basis is weak, its contents are not adequately 

complete and its prescriptions are often either questionable or of limited practical 

value.’32  

 Connecting dots between neoliberalism and militarism, African activists are 

contributing to resistance against financial imperialism, South African sub-

imperialism, and the compradorization process. Their simultaneous, overlapping, 

interlinking efforts are bringing together some of the most advanced leftist mass 

movements across the world. What they are doing, through praxis, is updating the 

classical theories of imperialism, but not, however, based upon the thesis – e.g. in 

                     
30. Mobilization for Global Justice (2005), ‘Block the Bank! Fight the Fund! Reclaim Our 
Communities! Confront Economic Violence and Corporate Capitalism during the World Bank 
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meeting with by joking – revealingly? - about the mock Bank/Pentagon wedding (‘We hope that 
despite the recent marriage that you will be open to a liaison with Civil Society Organizations’) 
and closing with praise for Wolfowitz’s ‘openness to dialogue with civil society organizations on 
a range of issues. So I will go back to how I started. I think this liaison, despite the marriage, is 
something that can continue.’ An alternative approach for progressive civil society groups, in 
contrast, is to frankly acknowledge the marriage of neoliberalism and militarism and break off 
any further liaisons. The meeting also included outgoing Development Committee chair Trevor 
Manuel’s blame-the-victim critique of his constituents who suffer from both TB and persistent 
unemployment (http://www.imf.org/external/np/tr/2005/tr050922a.htm). 
32. Reddy, S. (2005), ‘The World Development Report 2006: A Brief Review’, Unpublished paper, 
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Rudolf Hilferding’s 1910 classic Finanz Kapital (which so influenced Vladimir 

Lenin’s Imperialism)33 - of overwhelming power located in global financial 

institutions. They have, instead, begun to focus systematically upon the vulnerability 

of financial circuits of capital, and are taking advantage of opportunities to combine 

their attacks against these weaknesses of capital with critiques of the illegitimacy of 

the political form, US-led empire. 

 Although working on financial institutions is a top priority, these 

campaigners are not alone. Efforts to bridge global-local and Northern-African 

divides are being advanced in many areas, including (but not limited to) Treatment 

Action advocates breaking the hold of pharmaceutical corporations on monopoly 

antiretroviral patents; activists fighting Monsanto’s GM drive from the US to South 

Africa to several African countries; blood-diamonds victims from Sierra Leone and 

Angola generating a partially-successful global deal at Kimberley; Kalahari 

Basarwa-San Bushmen raising publicity against forced removals, as the Botswana 

government clears the way for DeBeers and World Bank investments; Lesotho 

peasants objecting to displacement during construction of the continent’s largest 

dam system (solely to quench Johannesburg’s irrational and hedonistic thirst), 

along with Ugandans similarly threatened at the overly expensive, corruption-

ridden Bujagali Dam; a growing network questioning Liberia’s long exploitation by 

Firestone Rubber; Chadian and Cameroonian activists pressuring the World Bank 

not to continue funding their repression and environmental degradation; Oil Watch 

linkages of Nigerian Delta and many other Gulf of Guinea communities; and 

Ghanaian, South African and Dutch activists opposing water privatization. 

 How far they go in part depends upon how far valued allies in the advanced 

capitalist financial and corporate centres recognise the merits of their analysis, 

strategy and tactics -– and offer the solidarity that African and other Third World 

activists can repay many times over, once the Northern boot is lifted from their 

                     
33. For more on the historic dispute over financial power, see Bond, P. (2004), ‘Bankrupt Africa: 
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countries’ necks and they gain the space to win lasting, emancipatory objectives. 

But setting out campaigns for reparations, IFI closure, corporate malfeasance and 

an end to many specific other forms of looting is only part of an even bigger 

challenge for bottom-up construction: establishing a durable programmatic 

approach that the world’s progressive movements can unite behind. 

 


