4 | Organizing fragmented counter-
hegemonic energies

My main argument in this chapter and in Chapter 5 is that, contrary
to the opinion of its critics, the WSF has shown a remarkable capacity
to reform itself. The issues of organization and representation have
been the main playing field upon which such capacity has been tested.
I will try to demonstrate that the limitations of self-reform have lain
so far less in the WSF itself than in the global and national structural
conditions under which it unfolds.

In the words of Francisco Whitaker, one of the organizers of the
WSF, ‘the idea for the WSF was struck among a bunch of Brazilians who
wished to oppose resistance to neoliberalism’s single way of thinking,
50 obsessively expressed in the annual meetings of the World Economic
Forum in Davos’ (Whitaker 2002b). A resistance, that is, which aimed
to go beyond protests and rallies. According to Whitaker,

[ ... ] the idea was, with the participation of all the organizations that
were already networking in the mass protests, to arrange another
kind of meeting on a world scale - the World Social Forum - directed
to social concerns. So as to give a symbolic dimension to the start of
this new period, the meeting would take place on the same day as the
powerful of the world were to meet in Davos. (Interview, 5 September
2003}

Whitaker himself and Oded Grajew presented the idea to Bernard
Cassen, editor of Le Monde Diplomatique and president of ATTAC.!
Cassen was excited by the idea and proposed that the Forum take place
in Brazil, in the city then already praised worldwide for its municipal
participatory democracy, known as participatory budgeting - Porto
Alegre. Soon a Brazilian Organizing Committee (OC) was put together
to organize the WSF from 2001 onwards (see Table 4.1).? During the
first WSF it was decided to set up a loosely structured International
Council (IC). It met for the first time after the first WSF, in Sdo Paulo,
in June 2001.

In June 2001, a delegation of the organizations presented the Forum
to the movements gathered together in Geneva for a parallel summit to
the UN ‘Copenhagen + 5’ summit. The idea was very well received and

TABLE 4.1 Composition of the WSF Organizing Committee

ABONG Brazilian Association of Non-governmental Organizations

ATTAC-Brazil Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions for
the Aid of Citizens

CBJP Brazilian Justice and Peace Commission

CIVES Brazilian Association of Entrepreneurs for Citizenship

CcuT Central Trade Union Federation

IBASE Brazilian Institute for Social and Economic Studies

CJG Centre for Global Justice

MST Landless Movement

an International Council to support the Forum was promptly created.
The first WSF was under way. The programme was put together accord-
ing to two dynamics. In the morning there would be four simultaneous
panels on each one of the four chosen thematic areas: the production
of wealth and social reproduction; access to wealth and sustainability;
civil society and the public arena; political power and ethics in the
new society.

Panellists, invited by the organization, were, in Whitaker's words,
‘leading names in the fight against the One Trutl’ (interview, 5 Septem-
ber 2003). In the afternoon there would be workshops coordinated by
the participants themselves to engage in debate and exchange experi-
ences. Sessions were also planned to allow for testimonies from people
involved in different kinds of struggles.

This structure was kept in the second WSF. It was somewhat changed
in the third, though the basic structure of two kinds of sessions was still
there: sessions organized directly by the OC, featuring guest speakers
invited by the OC itself and by the IC; and sessions submitted by the
participating movements and organizations. In the fourth meeting in
Mumbai there were some significant organizational changes: more
space was allowed for activities beyond conventional sessions (rallies,
artistic, theatrical and literary shows) and part of the plenary sessions
were self-managed by the organizations and movements, not by the OC
as in the past. Along the same lines but resorting to a more participatory
methodology to decide upon changes, more organizational innovation
was implemented in the 2005 WSF. I will analyse these changes step
by step.

The exciting but also overwhelming and at times traumatic experi-
ence of the first three meetings of the WSF was rich enough to identify
the main organizational problems and also to show that such problems,
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although organizational in nature, were political as well. I will analyse
these problems under the following headings: internal democracy
- the relations between the OC and the 1C; transparency and hierar-
chies in participation; parties and movements; size and continuity; the
new organizational challenges - the evaluation of the 2003 WSF; the new

organizational models -~ the WSF in Mumbai and the 2005 WSF (the

Mumbai demonstration; the 2005 WSF); the 2006 polycentric WSF.

Internal democracy: relations between the Organizing
Committee and the International Council

During the second WSF the decision was taken to confer more power
on the IC for the planning of the Forum, while ascribing mainly an
executive role to the OC, composed of Brazilian organizations. The
first document of the IC was issued by the Brazilian OC after its first
meeting in Sdo Paulo in June 2001 and states that

[...] the creation of the IC reflects the concept of the WSF as a perma-
nent, long-term process, designed to build an international movement
to bring together alternatives to neoliberal thinking in favour of a new
social order, one that will foster contact among a multiplicity and
diversity of proposals. Accordingly, the IC will be set up as a perma-
nent body to give continuity to the WSF beyond 2002, to consolidate
the process of taking the WSF to the world level.

Echoing criticisms of an excessive Brazilian influence in the organ-
ization and design of the WSF, the statement goes on to emphasize
that ‘the Council will play a leading role in defining policy guidelines
and the WSF’s strategic directions. National Organizing Committees
will serve as organizers and facilitators in tandem with the IC.” The
coexistence of the OC - up until 2004 exclusively Brazilian and now
composed of Brazilian and Indian members, successively renamed as
the International Secretariat (IS) and, since 2005, as the Facilitation
Group (see below) — and the IC is today uncontested, even though it
began by giving rise to some tension, both at the organizational level
and as regards the representativeness of the Forum.

Both the OC/IS and the IC were put together by co-optation. Their
legitimacy derives from their having organized the WSF with relative
success. Their members were not elected and they are not accountable
to any jurisdiction. The Brazilian OC kept its constitution from the
beginning until the meeting of Mumbai. It functioned simultaneously
as the local organizing committee and as the IS. After Mumbai, and
with the expectation that the WSF would in the future be convened in
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different countries, the IC decided that in the future the local organ-
izing committees and the IS should be strictly separated and that the
latter should integrate representatives of the local OCs of the previous
meetings of the WSF.? Accordingly, since the Mumbai Forum, the IS
integrates some representatives of the India organizing committee. Fur-
thermore, the IC has been in a process of permanent structuring since
its creation in 2001 with the objective of becoming more global and
balanced in terms of thematic, regional and strategic representation, a
process that is far from being completed, as I will show in Chapter 5.
Although, according to the Charter of Principles, nobody represents
the WSEF, in practical terms the IS has been assuming some kind of
representative function, and that has been a source of tension. Among
other reasons, the fact remains that the IS is in practice almost exclu-
sively Brazilian, whereas the WSF aims to be global. The IC was actually
created to solve this problem, and the tendency has been to strengthen
the IC’s role in its relations with the IS. This is no easy task. Since the
WSF took place for three consecutive years in Porto Alegre, the Brazilian
OC/IS tended to play a crucial role in organizational and other kinds of
decisions. The difficulties piled up during 2002, when the IC wanted to
assume the WSF’s strategic leadership and give general recommenda-
tions for its organization. In the course of the year, the IC held meetings
in Porto Alegre, Bangkok, Barcelona and Florence, important decisions
having been made each time, most of them addressing the need to
internationalize the WSF more and more. In fact, the IC had declared
2002 as the year of the internationalization of the WSF (among other
initiatives, through the organization of regional and thematic forums).
It seems that it was not always easy to coordinate the IC’s and the 1S’s
work. According to some members of the IC, the IS resisted its loss of
autonomy. For instance, the decisions made by the coordinators of the
thematic areas were not always respected by the IS, especially as far as
the choice of guest speakers was concerned. Without wishing to dismiss
this point, I believe that the lack of coordination had a lot to do with
conjunctural conditions. The IC became stronger in 2002, at a time
when the IS lost some of its effectiveness owing to internal political
conditions in Brazil - 2002 was election year, and there were state and
federal elections (both legislative and presidential). The Workers’ Party
(PT),* ever a staunch supporter of the WSF in Porto Alegre, at both the
organizational and financial levels, lost the elections in Rio Grande
do Sul, whose capital is Porto Alegre.® This fact not only provoked a
financial crisis but also upset the administrative apparatus, which had
contributed so much to the success of the two previous forums.®
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Be that as it may, there emerged a tense climate of mutual accusa-
tions of lack of transparency and accountability. Although none of
these committees was elected by the movements and organizations that
take part in the WSF, the truth of the matter is that the IC has been
assuming the position of the most representative structure of the WSF,
as well as a promoter of its internal democracy. Furthermore, the 1IC
has been assuming a decisive role in strengthening a broad conception
of the WSF, turning it into a permanent process and promoting the
continuity among its many initiatives, so as to transform the WSF into
‘an incremental process of collective learning and growth’, as stated in
the resolutions adopted at IC meetings during the 2003 WSF.

At the several IC meetings, other decisions were made with a view
to changing the correlation of power between the 1C and the IS. One
important decision was to hold the 2004 WSF in India. The major
reason for this decision was, as stated above, the need to deepen the
Forum’s global nature, encouraging the participation of movements
and organizations from world regions with a hitherto marginal pres-
ence in the WSF. But the fact is that this decision deprived the 1S of
its former centrality, a consequence foreseen and indeed welcomed
by some members of the IC. The decision to convene the 2004 WSF
in India ended up having other advantages, such as, for example, en-
larging the sets of organizations with the experience to put together big
events. In this respect, it was interesting to observe how the mistrust
of the IC members who had expressed their opposition to Mumbai
as a venue (mainly Latin Americans) was gradually overcome as the
Indian Organizing Committees went on demonstrating its organiza-
tional capacity.” The IS, in its turn, contributed with its experience
whenever asked by the Indian OC. A relationship of mutual trust was
thereby created which is patent today in the fact that both OCs share
the IS, even though the original Brazilian OC is charged with the greater
burden of the executive tasks.?

Relations between the IS and the IC began to change for the better
after the meeting in Miami in June 2003. Between 2001 and 2003,
the dominance of the IS was almost inevitable, given the IC’s lack of
operationality. At the Miami meeting measures were taken to increase
the IC’s operationality. As soon as this process was in place, functional
complementarity, rather than political rivairy, between the IS and the
IC began to be evident.” As I will show below, the organizational inno-
vations of the 2005 WSF were already the result of a new relationship
between the IS and the IC, a relationship of productive and not destruc-
tive tensions, in contrast to what threatened to happen in the past.
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The relationships between the IS and the IC changed qualitatively
in the IC meeting of Barcelona on 22/23 June 2005. In light of previous
discussions on the need to change the institutional architecture of the
WSE, the Brazilian members of the IS (as seen above, the IS is also
composed of Indian members) presented a document in which they
proposed that the IS should be renamed the ‘Facilitation Group’. This
change was justified by the need to adapt the technical office of Sdo
Paulo (the headquarters of the IS) to the new concept of the IC as an
effectively functioning network. The document also proposed that the
technical office be based in Sdo Paulo until 2008, moving afterwards
to another location. Beyond its concrete proposals this document sig-
nalled the willingness of the Brazilian side of the IS to respond once
and for all to the criticisms of centralism waged against it. The change
of name coupled with the change of venue signified not only a further
diminution of the dominance of the IS but also the termination of the
central role the Brazilian organizations had played in it. Probably tired
of the continuing organizational stress and of the recurrent controver-
sies about their alleged centralizing control, the Brazilian organizations
feit that they had done their part to build the WSF and that now other
organizations should take over. Taken by surprise, the IC was unable
to take a final decision on the document. It was agreed that the new
organizational architecture of the WSF would be decided in the IC
meetings scheduled for 2006. In the meantime, the polycentric WSF of
2006 would be organized by the local OCs jointly, helped by the com-
missions on methodology, contents, resources and communication of
the IC." It was, however, agreed that the technical office would change
venue after 2008. In my view, the debates in Barcelona showed both
the genuine effort to democratize the governing structure of the WSF
and the operational problems thereby posed. They showed above ali a
positive evolution in the relationships between the IC and the IS, an
evolution that reveals the new organizational and political culture the
WSEF is poised to create. As I will show in the following, it is a culture
based on the priority given to depolarizing tensions through incremen-
tal but constant institutional innovation and self-reformability.

Transparency and hierarchies in participation

The issue of internal democracy has other facets. Two of them seem
particularly pertinent to me. The first concerns the lack of transparency
of some of the decisions, which, seemingly organizational, actually
have or could have political meaning. Over the years the criticism has
been swelling that important decisions are taken by a very restrictive

51

Y-iajuno)

.

salbisua >iluowaba




Pgpey

Four

group, without the least control by the movements and organizations
affected. Such decisions may include the rejection or marginalization
of proposals submmitted by the movements and organizations, without
explicit justification. Some groups considered themselves marginalized
by the organization of the 2002 WSF, a perception that was deepened
in 2003.1" Again without wishing to question the facts, I believe that,
in most cases, the alleged discrimination was rather the result of the
near organizational collapse of the 2003 WSF. For reasons already stated
and others I shall mention below, the organization of the 2003 WSF
was far from reaching the quality that distinguished the organization
of the two previous Forums. The organizational changes introduced
in the WSF of 2004 and 2005, analysed below, helped to discredit the
conspiracy theory behind some of the criticisms raised against the IS
in previous meetings of the WSF.

The second dimension of the democracy and transparency issue
concerns the hierarchical structure of the various events at the WSF
meetings and relates to the choice of guest speakers. This has to do
with the already mentioned quality of participation. The distinction
between sessions organized directly by the local OCs (in Brazil, with
the decisive participation of the 1S) and those proposed by the move-
ments and organizations has created some tension. On the one hand,
whereas those who participate in the first kind of session are invited by
the WSF and have their participation funded (though not always), those
who participate in the second kind of session must count only upon
funding generated by the movements and organizations themselves.
On the other hand, the sessions promoted directly by the organization
are considered to be the most important and are granted time and
space that the others do not have. Again, it was evident during the
2003 WSF that the most serious organizational problems had a greater
effect on the sessions promoted by the movements and organizations
than on the sessions promoted by the IS/IC. This issue was at the core
of the organizational changes introduced in the WSF’s of 2004 and
2005 analysed below.

The idea that all the different kinds of sessions should be treated the
same way gained strength after the WSF of 2003. Movements and organ-
izations were encouraged to present proposals aimed at deepening the
process of experimentation in horizontal organizational practices based
on co-responsibility. As much transpires from the above-mentioned
IC resolution of January 2003: ‘When holding the forums, to organize
discussions and the search for alternatives giving equal weight to the
activities scheduled by the organizers and to the seminars and work-
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shops proposed and organized by the participants themselves, as well
as to stimulate the international character of these forums.’
Criticism concerning lack of democracy and transparency has also
been frequent regarding the selection of invited guests. The criticism
is levelled both at the selection process and the specific invitations
themselves (or exclusions from lists of potential inviiees), namely when
well-known personalities are at stake. The proposal to invite well-known
names from the left, be they Fidel Castro, Hugo Chavez, Ben Bella or
Mdrio Soares, has also caused controversy.”” The organizational changes
introduced in the WSF of 2004 and 2005, in particular the increased
prevalence of self-organized activities, helped a great deal to tone down
the criticism and controversy in this regard. They surfaced again in
the polycentric WSF of 2006 in Caracas, given the excessive presence
of Hugo Chavez, who spoke to participants on two occasions with
speeches that lasted for more than two hours each. This dominance
became particularly objectionable in the first speech as Chavez took
sides in one of the political debates within the WSF - the conception of
the WSF as an open space or as a movement® - defending the position
of those who want to transform the WSF into a structured movement
with a well-defined political agenda. More than the specific position
taken, it was the interference in the internal life of the WSF which
provoked most criticism. _
Feminist movements have been particularly critical of the selection
process, because women have been scarcely represented on the panels
of plenary sessions or in the more visible and well-attended sessions
(particularly after the plenary sessions were abandoned in the post-
2003 WSFs), even though they constitute such a large proportion of all
the participants (in the 2002 WSF, women made up 43 per cent of the

.delegates and, apparently, 52 per cent of the participants)." Faithful to

their two mottoes - ‘another world is possible’ and ‘no one single way
of thinking’ - feminist movements have been claiming a larger presence
of women among guest speakers, as well as in the organizational struc-
tures, both the IC and the local OCs. In light of the experience of the two
first forums, Virginia Vargas of the Flora Tristan Feminist Centre (Peru)
and the Marcosur Feminist Articulation said: ‘despite women’s more
visible impact, women have not been proportionally represented in the
Conferences organized by the Forum or on the Organizing Committee.
This is still one single way of thinking, huddled away amidst strategies
for change’ (2002: 56).

With reference to the first two meetings of the WSF, other critics
mentioned the top-down nature of the conferences and the coexistence
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in the WSF of a top-down organization, comprising the initiatives of
the IC and the OC/1S, and a bottom-up organization, comprising the
large majority of the participants. Commenting on the experience at
the 2002 WSF, Hebe de Bonafini, of the Argentinean ‘Mothers of Plaza
de Mayo’, criticized the inequality of representation, of which she dis-
tinguished three levels: the organizers, the official participants and the
‘rank-and-file’. According to her: ‘There were three different levels to
this WSF. First, there were the small gatherings of those who were in
charge, controlling things [ ... ]. Then there were all the commissions
and seminars where all the intellectuals, philosophers and thinkers
participated. And then there were the rank-and-file folks’ (Bonafini
2002).

Viewing herself as part of the last group, she concluded: ‘We [Mothers
of Plaza de Mayo] participated at that level and discussed with all sorts
of people. But the fact is that we were brought to the WSF to listen
rather than to participate.’ Other participants were likewise critical of
the forum’s top-down organization. Commenting on the third WSF,
Michael Albert (2003), for instance, distinguished it from all the others
(regional and thematic forums) that were occurring in different parts
of the world, often inspired by the WSF. According to him, whereas the
WSF was top-down, the others were bottom-up. ‘Without exaggerating
the virtues of the forums worldwide,” added Albert, ‘they are having
positive effects and moving in participatory, transparent, and demo-
cratic directions. The WSF, however, is different.’ Albert offered several
proposals aimed at deepening the WSF’s participatory and democratic
nature {more on this below).

Curiously enough, the organizers themselves acknowledged many of

these criticisms, lending weight to my argument that these organiza- -

tional tensions were part of the Forum’s growing and learning process
itself. Some of the criticisms incorporated accusations of less limpid
intentions on the part of the OC/IS, and some came even close to
conspiracy theories. My analysis of the OC/IS then and in the following
years has led me to the conclusion that such criticisms had no ground-
ing. The results of the decisions, some of which were rightly criticizable,
had mainly to do with the OG/IS’s incapacity to handle an event that
became unmanageable because of its dimensions and complexity.’
The WSF’s organizational structure was the most adequate to launch
the Forum and render it credible internationally. For instance, the idea
of ascribing to the OC/IS the promotion of some of the sessions and the
choice of guests was adopted with a double goal in mind: first, to pro-
vide a minimal structure to the themes to be debated (for instance, to
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make sure that the debates would move from the denouncing discourse
of mass protests to the discourse of proposals and alternatives); second,
to give international visibility to the Forum by addressing invitations
to well-known personalities. The WSF saw itself as an alternative to
the World Economic Forum and was ready to engage battle with it for
the attention of the global media.’® To my mind, without this kind of
organization, and without the extraordinary devotion of the people
charged with it, the WSF would never have accomplished what it has
so far. The consolidation of the WSF led it to another phase of develop-
ment, in which its organizational structure was reconsidered so as to
adjust it to its new demands and the tasks ahead. This reconsideration
was at the core of the changes introduced in 2004, 2005 and 2006
(more on this below).

Parties and movements

The relations between political parties, social movements and
NGOs in the construction of counter-hegemonic globalization is no
doubt controversial.'” In a broad sense, they also affect the WSE. The
Charter of Principles is clear on the subordinate role of patties in the
WSF.”® The WSF is an emanation of the civil society as organized in
social movements and NGOs. In practice, however, things have always
been ambiguous. In the first three meetings of the WSF the role of the
Workers’ Party (PT) in the organization was hotly debated. The PT, in
its capacity as government party in the state of Rio Grande do Sul and
in the city of Porto Alegre, gave decisive support to the organization of
the WSFs, at both the financial and logistical and the administrative
levels. Without such support it would have been impossible, at least
in Brazil, to organize the WSF with the ambition that characterized it
from the start. To be sure, this kind of support had its price. Particularly
during the second Forum, the PT’s attempt to use the WSF to spread
its message and engage in political propaganda was quite visible. Many
participants were ready to criticize the organization on this account.
Some of them went so far as to criticize the PT for instrumentalizing
the WSF. As I will discuss in Chapter g, the issue of the relations be-
tween parties and movements cannot be decided in the abstract. The
historical and political conditions vary from country to country, and
may dictate distinct responses in different contexts. In the Brazilian
context, the PT itself is an emanation of the social movements, and
its history cannot be separated from their history. Since the mid-1980s,
the struggles against the dictatorship were conducted by the unions
and social movements, and the PT was founded in the midst of this
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powerful social mobilization. In the ensuing years the PT continued to
have a privileged relationship with the social movements. Only after
the PT won the presidential elections of 2002 and Lula, the historical
leader of the PT, became president of Brazil did this relationship start
to be questioned. The support that the PT granted to the first three
meetings of the WSF must be understood in this very context. The
PT’s attempt to use the 2002 WSF in its electoral campaign was rightly
condemned (mostly by non-Brazilian participants). Contrary to what
some other critics argued, 1 do believe, however, that the PT did not
interfere substantially in the choices of the organization, whether as
regards thematic areas or invited guests. The WSF became too big and
too diverse for the PT to have a significant impact in this regard.

In the WSF of 2004 the debate on the role of political parties became
mainly an Indian debate and focused not on whether the parties should
have a role — the participation of the leftist parties in the different
organizing committees was public and decisive - but rather on which
parties had or should have a more decisive role. The ideological rivalries
and divergences among different Indian leftist parties led eventually to
the organization of a parallel forum designated as ‘Mumbai Resistance’.
in this case, the most salient divergence may well have concerned the
issue of armed struggle as a political strategy, a form of struggle, which
the parties and groups in the Mumbai Resistance refused, as a question
of principle, to be considered unlawful, in opposition to what is stated
in the Charter of Principles of the WSF. In the WSF of 2005 the PT was
no longer the governing party either of the state of Rio Grande do Sul
or of the city of Porto Alegre. Deprived of the financial support of the
local governments, the WSF underwent a serious financial crisis from
which it has not yet recovered. The issue of political manipulation was
raised again in the polycentric WSF in Caracas in 2006. Besides the
above-mentioned highly visible presence of Hugo Chavez, the financial
support was also questioned. It appears that the foundations of the
Global North which have been funding previous meetings of the WSF
refused to provide the funds requested by the Venezuelan Organizing
Committee. Most funding came from the government but, according
to Edgardo Lander, of the OC and a very well-known and respected
sociologist, with no strings attached and therefore without compromis-
ing the autonomy of the OC.

The relations between political parties (especially parties on the
left) and the WSF will no doubt continue to be debated in the different
countries in which forums will be held. In the majority of cases, the
issue is not so much whether such relations should or should not exist,
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but rather to define the exact terms of such relations. If the relation
is transparent, horizontal and mutually respectful, it may well be, in
some contexts, an important lever for the consolidation of the WSF.
The Eutropean Social Forum (ESF), held in Florence in 2002, clearly

_illustrates this. The strength of Italian social movements made possible

horizontal links between them and the parties on the left, particularly
the Rifondazione Comunista and the PDS (left democrats). Such links
contributed decisively to the Forum’s success.” The relations between
leftist parties and social movements in the European context was heat-
edly discussed in the three meetings of the ESF to date. The London
meeting, in October 2004, was perhaps the one that generated more
controversy in this regard. In part for this reason, and also because of
the ever tense relations between movements and NGOs, some move-
ments decided to organize a parallel and autonomous event designated
as ‘Beyond the ESF’. According to one of the organizers of the parallel
forum, ‘local authorities and political parties were dictating the rules of
the Forum through control of the budget’ (IPSNews, 10 October 2004).

Size and continuity

As shown above in Table 4.1, the successive meetings of the WSF
have been drawing a larger and larger number of participants. In my
view, the WSF of 2003 was the watershed. The participation grew from
60,000 in the previous meeting to 100,000. Though the above-mentioned
local political conditions affected the OC/IS’s efficiency and organiza-
tional capacity, the large number of participants led many of them to
believe that the WSF was victim of its own success: its size rendered it
unmanageable. Had this organizational form reached its limits? The
discussions in the IC after 2003 focused on this question and, as shown
below, significant changes were introduced in the organization of the
WSF in 2004, 2005 and 2006. The 2004 WSF, in Mumbai, drew an even
larger number of participants and, in spite of notorious deficiencies
(especially in transiation services), it was unanimously considered much
better organized than the 2003 WSF. The 2005 WSF, an equally well-
attended meeting, didn’t frustrate expectations in this regard either.
The structure of the polycentric 2006 WSF symbolized the most drastic
departure from the previous organizational model.

Given that the WSF is a learning process, more and more voices have
been supporting the idea that the WSF should increasingly turn into
a permanent phenomenon, comprised of many linked meetings. In
this way it would be possible to further the internationalization of the
WSF, structure and focus the dialogues and debates much better, and
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strengthen the formulation of alternatives. The number of participants
in these other forums would certainly be lower and manageable. In
this regard, the IC, in its meeting of January 2003, in Porto Alegre,
decided to stimulate the multiplication of regional, national and even
local forums, as well as thematic forums, which intercommunicate
horizontally and which would not be considered preparatory to a larger
world meeting but as meetings with their own political value.

The intention was, thus, to further highlight partial meetings to
the detriment of the ‘global event’ that the WSF had been. Aware that
such a change would call for new coordination tasks, the IC decided
at the same meeting to take on the task of producing a continued and
systematic analysis of the situation in the world and, on the basis of
it, to assess

the continuity of the process, to ensure the respect for its Charter

of Principles when holding regional and theme forums, to identify
themes for the IC’s work, for the world events and for the theme
forums to be stimulated, as well as to identify regions of the world in
which the process needs to expand, acting in alliance with movements
and organizations from these regions.

This policy orientation was sustained in the following years. It led to
the decision to organize the WSF of 2006 as a polycentric Forum.

The new organizational challenges: the evaluation of the
2003 WSF

As 1 mentioned above, the 2003 WSF was the watershed in both
organizational and political terms. In this section I will deal with
the organizational issues. Of course, all the important organizational

problems are political as well. Even though this idea seems self-evident,

it is not subscribed to by all the membess of the IC, or at least, it
is not interpreted in the same way. If some agree that priority must
be given to political discussion, lest decisions on organizational mat-
ters conceal the power relations within the IC, others think that the
political discussion may be paralysing and prevent the timely taking of
organizational decisions. According to the latter, it is easier to reach
consensus on concrete questions than on questions of principle, and
so, they argue, political discussion will be more productive if it occurs
in the context of concrete problems, which almost always appear as
organizational problems. This latter position has prevailed both in
the IS and the IC.

The WSF of 2003 was a decisive turning point in the construction

58

of the WSF process. The preparation and the evaluation of the Forum
were resolutely geared to confronting the organizational challenges
resulting from the success (well beyond expectations) of the two first
meetings of the WSF. The WSF of 2003 set the tone for the intense
self-reform impulse that informed the preparation and evaluation of
the two following meetings and for that reason deserves a detailed
analysis. The organizational innovations aimed at responding to two
main problems:

1 how to achieve more balanced participation by organizations and
movements of the different regions of the world;

2 how to maximize the effectiveness of such participation - that is to
say, how to make such participation a factor of internal democratiza-
tion.

The answers given to these questions illustrate the WSF’s strong
will and capacity for self-reform, as I am arguing in this chapter. The

questions may be arranged under the following topics: evaluation of the

2003 WSF designated by the IS as ‘systematization of past experience’;
new organizational models of WSF Mumbai and of the 2005 WSFE. Twill
discuss the first topic in this section.

After the second WSF, and having in mind the third, Candido Grzy-
bowski, director of IBASE and one of the founders of the WSF, took the
initiative of setting up a methodology and systematization team, which
he himself coordinated. This team’s task was to produce a systematic
survey of the activities of the 2003 WSF. The aim was to create a database
of the themes discussed at the forum; their distribution throughout
lectures, panels, seminars, workshops, testimonies and round tables
of dialogue and controversy (‘mesas de didlogo e controvérsia’); activities
organized by the OC and self-managed activities; the profile of guest
speakers and participants, and so on and so forth. The issue was to
organize the collective memory of the WSF and create the conditions
to allow for a systematic assessment of its performance, identifying
possible problems and proposing solutions. The technical production
of such systematization was charged to IBASE.

The results are extremely revealing as regards the performance of the
WSF. The survey was divided into four parts, three of which correspond
to the three kinds of activities of the Forum: conferences, panels, and
self-managed activities. Part four dealt with the survey of the profile
of participants. I next present the main results of the three first parts.
Part four will be analysed in Chapter 5 as it mainly refers to questions
of representation.
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Four

Conferences The conferences took place at the Gigantinho Stadium
and gathered close to 12,000 people in one single day. In accordance
with WSF methodology, the aim of the conferences was to allow for
personalities engaged in civic causes, campaigns or struggles to share
their views and analyses with the public at large. The WSF invited
people whose reports and opinions would contribute to strengthen-
ing a broad public-opinion movement geared to the need, possibility
and urgency of building ‘other worlds’. Thirty-six people gave talks
at the third WSF, taking up ten themes. Although the WSF IS sought
a balance of gender, only 27.8 per cent of the speakers were women
- ten women and twenty-six men. The best-represented socio-political
region was Latin America, with eleven speakers (30.6 per cent). If the
count is made according to the country of origin, however, the USA led
in representation: the USA had four representatives (one more than
Brazil). Seven speakers came from Europe, six from North America
(including the four from the USA), six from Asia, five from the Middle
East, and only one from Africa.

This led to criticisms of sexual discrimination in the organization
of the Forum made by the women’s movements. Even though the
women constituted the majority of the participants, their intervention,
especially in the more visible activities, by no means matched such a
proportion. On the other hand, the imbalances as regards regional
representation were obvious. Half of the conference speakers came
from the North and, among those that came from the South, only one
came from the continent that has been most affected by neo-liberal
globalization: Africa.

The conferences had been questioned all along for their individualis-
tic and monological character. In the seminar on the evaluation of the
systematization of the WSF 2003, which took place in Rio de Janeiro, by
IBASE’s initiative, on 21-23 May 2003, Virginia Vargas concluded that
‘the conferences, however important, did not allow for an exchange of
ideas and conceptions among the speakers. There was more narcissistic
disputing among them than real collective dialogue’ (Vargas 2003).

Panels The panels were introduced in the third WSF to offer an alterna-
tive of great visibility vis-a-vis the conferences. Whereas conferences
based their visibility on the high profile of the conference speakers,
panels had a wider range of participants, giving priority to activists,
and depending for their visibility on the quality of the debates - spell-
ing out the differences being highly recommended by the OC/IS - and
on the proposals of collective action presented. I reproduce below in
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some detail the methodology proposed for the panels to underline its
innovative character and to show how difficult it was for a new meth-
odology to be appropriated by such a vast and vastly diverse number
of participants.

At the meetings of the IC preparatory to the third WSF (Bangkok,
Barcelona and Florence), the five thematic axes and panel themes

within each axis were decided:

Thematic axis 1 — Democratic and sustainable development.

1 Recovering economic sovereignty through debt cancellation and

capital control

Solidarity economy

WTO: the road to Cancun

Full employment and labour re-regulation

For the right to cities

For another economy: subsidiarity, localization, devolution and

reproduction

7 Beyond Johannesburg: property, biodiversity control and manage-.
ment, water and energy

=2 B B L A

Thematic axis 2 - Principles and values, human rights, diversity and

equality

1 Struggle for equality between men and women: how to implement
real change

2 Fighting intolerance and promoting respect for diversity: solidarity

as a transformational force in the struggle against the ‘single way of

thinking’

For the full implementation of rights

Beyond national borders: migrants and refugees

For full access to water, food and land

For full access to the rights to education, health, housing and social

(=) R~ JS )

security

Thematic axis 3 — Media, culture and alternatives to commercializa-
tion and homogenization

Globalization, information and communication

How to ensure cultural and linguistic diversity

Strategies for democratizing the media

New technologies and strategies for digital inclusion

Culture and political practice

Symbolic production and peoples’ identity

(SRS R
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Thematic axis 4 — Political power, civil society and democracy

1 Democratizing democracy by building new paradigmns

2 New and old social movements: the current spaces of confluence
and tension among multiple local and global actors

Citizens’ insurgence against established order

New dimensions of the democratic state

Strategies for citizens’ oversight

Future perspectives for the movements: new concepts and pathways

G AW

in organizing social movements

Thematic axis 5 - Democratic world order, struggle against militar-
ization and for peace

1 Empire, war and unilateralism

2 Resistance to militarization

3 Governance, global economy and international institutions

4 World order: sovereignty, role of governments and the United
Nations .

Democratic strategies for resolving international conflicts

6 Democratic cooperation: integration, multilateralism and peace

(53}

According to Jorge Romano (2003), a member of the task force on
‘systematization’ (called the ‘systematization group’), the panels would
be held during the Forum’s first three days. A final panel on each
thematic axis would be held on the fourth day. The IC appointed two
coordinators by axis and one facilitator for each panel. The IS appointed
a team from the systematization group to do the work of record-keeping
and minute-taking (in Portuguese, ‘memoria’, i.e. the Forum’s memory).
During the first three days, the panels were to be a space for presenta-
tion and defence of proposals by networks, campaigns and coalitions.
The idea was to visualize, confront and consolidate proposals for the
sub-theme, in terms of alternatives and strategies. Each panel would
appoint one person to sit on the final panel. This person could be the
facilitator or anyone else appointed by its members. It was expected
that each panel would not present a full discussion but limit itself
to present the diversity of views and paradigms, issues discussed,
diversity of proposals and strategies, with consensuses, disagree-
ments and emerging themes. The idea was to focus the debate on
convergences and divergences, pointing out perspectives in terms of
emerging themes and issues to work on. Panels would require a pre-
paratory stage, including the presentation of written documents. Based
on those documents, which should be broadly disseminated, delegates
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(always representing a diversified set of civil society actors) would be
better qualified to participate actively on each panel.

The final panel was meant for sharing the discussed issues, mapping
out the diversity of proposals put forward by delegates during previ-
ous panels. This would be an effort to organize the Forum's collective
memory, and to record its contributions for building ‘other possible
worlds’. A methodological and political approach of valuing the inputs
was recommended ~ avoiding their reduction to a single proposal.
Otherwise the methodology would run counter to the basic commit-
ment to respect and build on diversity, established in the Charter of
Principles.

As one of the planned activities by the OC/IS/IC (the others were
conferences, round tables of dialogue and controversy), the final
panels were designed as a space for confrontation between activities
planned by the IC and the IS, and activities proposed by delegates
(workshops, seminars, etc.). Emphasis and the priorities of planned
and self-managed activities would be compared. As much information
as possible extracted by the Secretariat from self-managed activities at
the 2003 WSF was to be used as input for final panels.

Each thematic axis would count on the support of a team from the
systematization group throughout the panel process. Each team would
be made up of three persons. The main objective of the teams was to
gather the material for minutes and systematization work. The teams
would also help to organize the final panels.” In addition to relying on
the systematization group team, panels would also be visited by consult-
ants, who would freely circulate throughout WSF activities. Consultants
would be specialists from different areas to help the systematization
process, producing documents and providing opinions on the work
developed by the team more directly involved in the process.

Specific reports on how the different panels functioned would be
prepared, highlighting panel composition, coordinating work, panel
dynamics, audience and public participation.

I next present the statistical data on the distribution of panellists
by thematic axes according to gender and regional origin. There were
a total of 167 presentations by 66 women and 101 men. Panel gender
distribution according to thematic area was as shown in Table 4.2. In
terms of regional origin, there were more panellists from Latin America
and the Caribbean (52) and Europe (48). It should be noted that there
was no panellist from Oceania. The following table shows the distribu-
tion of panellists according to region (see Table 4.3).

The analysis of these data and of the systematized information on
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TABLE 4.2 Members of panels by sex

Thematic axis

Total panellists

Women

-Men

N R W N =

-39
33
30
34
31

17
14
10
16
9

22
19
20
18
22

101

Total 167 66

TABLE 4.3 Members of panels by region

Thematic North Latin Asia Africa  Oceania
axis America America
and the

Caribbean

Europe

11 10
9 10
13 7
12 11
7 10

Total 23 52 48 28 16 -
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the content and dynamics of the debates permits one to draw the
following conclusions:

1. The panels achieved a better general gender balance. Even so, there
were were about half as many women as men on the panels of
thematic axis 3 (media, culture and alternatives to commercializa-
tion and homogenization) and 5 (democratic world order, struggle
against militarization and for peace).

2. The regional imbalances could still be observed, the Global North
(Europe and North America) providing 42.5 per cent of the panel-
lists.

3. The preparation of the panels was inadequate in general. The work
of the coordinators of the axes and of the facilitators of the panels
was often deficient, and the coordination between them even more
deficient. The final panel seldom used the work of systematization,
and the policy guideline concerning promoting the formulation and
systélnatization of action proposals was not accomplished.
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4. In most of the panels the discussion and-divergences expected by
the organizers did not occur. Quite the opposite; there was mainly
consensus and repetitive, not at all audacious, analyses.

5. The logistic difficulties that the WSF had to face damaged attend-
ance at the panels. Spaces that could hold 2,000 people never had
more than 500.

Self-managed activities For the 2003 WSF it was decided to encourage
self-managed activities, that is activities proposed by the networks,
movements and organizations participating in the Forum - designated
as gficinas (workshops) - and promote 