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about this book

there are a few things i wished to attempt with this book 
and along the way i came to realise that these objectives 
affected also the way the book looked and was shared. 
this book has no list of references or footnotes; it has no 
capital letters; it is published by an independent pub-
lisher; it is licensed under creative commons; and, last but 
not least, it is free of cost.

my fully referenced scholarly work (including a phd 
thesis and several articles and book chapters on the world 
social forum), is available at giuseppecaruso.wordpress.
com. here, i tried to make the book more readable and 
more accessible. i use only lowercase for aesthetic reasons 
and because all letters were born equal. if this sounds 
frivolous, it probably is. more importantly, this book is 
published by an independent publishing house based in 
finland but with global reach. their work is inspired by 
activist values and they are familiar with the wsf in whose 
events they often participate (their presence is particu-
larly conspicuous at the finnish social forum). this book 
could not hve found a better home. 

this book is released under a creative commons 
licence and it is free (both as in ‘free speech’ and ‘free 
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beer’, to quote the activists of the free software move-
ment about whom i write in chapter six). it is free of 
cost because i wished to make it as accessible as i pos-
sibly could (though i am fully aware that a minority of 
the people i would like to reach read english or have the 
internet connection necessary to download it – though 
i hope someone will print it for those who wish to read 
it). if you liked it, please feel free to buy us, its author and 
its publisher, a drink (or a meal if it changed your life 
or you won the lottery). we will consider your support 
an encouragement to continue experimenting more open 
and inclusive writing and publishing. this is one way in 
which you can contribute to our project (via www.paypal.
com to info@into-ebooks.com).
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(asking questions).
lastly, in this book i reflect on some of activists’ recur-

ring preoccupations, about social justice and emancipa-
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mid-80s. for the conversations, the memories of marches, 
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preface

at the beginning of the third millennium, as the neo-
liberal binge reached its paroxysm, the planet slowly 
drowned in an intoxicating cocktail of market deregula-
tion, liberalisation, privatisation and state downsizing. the 
world social forum (wsf ), brainchild a group of veteran 
brazilian activists, constituted itself as a space from which 
to imagine and practice alternatives to a state of affairs 
that had punishing effects on the world’s weakest people 
and on the environment. the alterglobalisation movement 
from which the wsf sprang ebbed and flowed for a dec-
ade and made a dramatic comeback after the 2007-8 glo-
bal crisis. by engaging the most sizeable fragment of the 
alterglobalisation movement, this books discusses recur-
ring patterns of visions and practices from the anti-wto 
protests in seattle at the end of 1999 to the latest wave of 
protests and revolutions such as the arab spring, occupy 
wall street, the indignados and others no less important 
but less reported (the chilean student movement, the rus-
sian anti-putin protests, the anti-corruption movement in 
india and the senegalese youth movement come to mind 
but the full list would make a book on its own). 

the wsf rose against a global social configuration 



10

(global capitalism), an institutional arrangement (global 
governance) and an ideology (neoliberalism) that esca-
lated the exploitation of the majority of world humanity 
by a powerful minority. its charter of principles, drafted 
in 2001, distilled decades of militant knowledge and 
aspirations. according to chapter one, wsf ’s activists are 
“opposed to neoliberalism and to domination of the world 
by capital and any form of imperialism, and are commit-
ted to building a planetary society directed towards fruit-
ful relationships among humankind and between it and 
the earth”.

strengthned by the mass demonstrations of the late 
90s which culminated in the celebrated battle of seat-
tle against the world trade organisation, vindicated by 
the so called dotcom collapse and the crisis of american 
capitalism that proved both its fragility and its injustice, 
incensed by the dramatic consequences of the east asian 
crisis of 1997 that cost dearly to the weakest sections of 
the populations of a spate of countries who were suc-
cessfully struggling to lift millions of their citizens out 
of poverty and saw them thrown down the ladder by 
causes beyond their control, world activists joined forces 
to develop insurgent ways to deal with the hangover of 
neoliberalism. the envisioned prescriptions were not few 
aspirins and a little rest. they asked instead to consider 
the origin of the desperate binge in the first place and 
highlighted an addiction whose consequences where not 
only “self-” destructive but eventually extended to the 
whole humanity. 

after the recent global crisis and its devastating con-
sequences these diagnoses sound prescient. they were, 
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indeed, grounded in robust analyses and sound collective 
wisdom. “another world is possible” is the wsf ’s simple yet 
ambitious slogan. a stringent demand and a cry of hope 
for the inception of a planet liberated from capitalism 
and its recurrent crippling crises and for a global society 
built on the foundations of justice and equality and gov-
erned by radically democratic political processes. an aspi-
ration supported by an emancipatory social wisdom that 
activists oppose to the managerial knowledge extolled by 
neoliberal apologists. wisdom whose foundations seem 
commonsensical and unsophisticated, wisdom often 
discredited as incommensurable with the new heights 
reached by the knowledge society and relegated to the 
pits of history, anachronistic, infantile or delusional. wis-
dom that understands emotions, experience and ration-
ality at once while not privileging one of the terms of 
its triangular foundations. wisdom that challenges the 
widespread belief that the unstoppable progression of 
exploitation of people and the environment would be, 
whatever the occasional glitch, harbinger of a wealthy, 
safe and sustainable global society. wisdom that aims at 
helping the neoliberal subject, the sister- brother of the 
global sister- brotherhood, out of the quicksand of his-
tory. wisdom, to be sure, that does not deny the advances 
in scientific knowledge, but extols at the same time alter-
natives to the unconditional faith in the linear progress 
of human civilisations. a wisdom that is not superstitious, 
irrational, ideological, foolish, naive but a wisdom that is 
knowledge at large, aware and adaptive; a wisdom that 
eschews denial, recognises its limitations and with those 
builds its strengths and imagines its possibilities. 
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such wisdom challenges the assumptions on which 
global domination, exploitative, colonial, racist, sexist 
and homophobic, has been built. activists have been, for 
decades, acutely aware of the dominant relationship of 
power-knowledge and of the epistemological claims on 
which neoliberalism is based. neoliberal ideology con-
structs itself as truly rational and labels all other belief 
systems as emotional, anachronistic and illegitimate. the 
wisdom of activists has been developed in captivity in the 
four corners of the planet and it is wisdom about reality, 
about power and exploitation and, most importantly, it 
is wisdom about freedom. wsf activists aimed at the core 
of the global institutions of neoliberal self-legitimisation: 
among them the international monetary fund, the world 
bank, the world trade organisation, the world economic 
forum, nato and the g8. more, they convened the widest 
militant initiative ever seen on the planet to challenge the 
structures of exploitation, the institutions of domination 
and the ideology of natural truth, individual selfishness 
and collective cynicism that informed them. while these 
objectives may seem over ambitious, in the following 
pages i show how they are built on solid foundations. 

the original call for the first wsf and its very name 
indicate its activists’ vision, their grounded analysis and 
a sensibility for inspiring communication. they tar-
geted a global forum that represented all the structures, 
ideo logies, and cultures of domination they wished to 
expose, the world economic forum (wef ). the wef gath-
ers the most powerful businessmen and the most influ-
ential scholars, lobbyists and politicians of the planet. 
one of the biggest concentrations of wealth, power and 
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influence, the wef is one of the laboratories of current 
capitalism, beacon of the neoliberal movement and the 
formal and informal structures of global governance. the 
wsf challenged it on the belief that it was society, women 
and men, not the economy, the impersonal and abstract 
forces of production, distribution and consumption at the 
service of the wealthy and powerful, that deserved to be 
the focus of human creativity and targets of its ingenu-
ity. ethical concerns of justice and equality, as opposed to 
the veneration of the secular god of profit, should inform 
political conflicts and inspire inclusive and democratic 
visions of global development.

to the surprise of the same organisers, 15,000 partici-
pants attended the first wsf in the brazilian city of porto 
alegre. that was just the beginning. the second  edition 
gathered 50,000 participants and the latest brazilian  
event, in 2009, was attended by 160,000 people. in dakar, 
in 2011, there were over 70,000 participants. global 
events organised in india in 2004 and kenya 2007 gath-
ered up to 130,000 participants. activists from renowned 
global organisations and networks like amnesty interna-
tional, action aid, greenpeace, people’s global action and 
la via campesina met dalits from india, landless people 
from brazil, feminists from the philippines, informal 
workers from indonesia, anti-privatisation activists from 
south africa and indigenous people from the andes. in a 
convivial atmosphere, thousands of workshops, seminars, 
conferences and formal and informal meetings held in 
university halls, hotels, city bars and around camp fires, 
activists exchange experiences, knowledges, dreams and 
desires, and design common strategies to build together a 
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global alternative to capitalism. 
this global flow of relationships generated an expo-

nential increase in creativity and opportunities for change. 
the latest wsf for instance, held in senegal, focused on afri-
ca’s position in global development and on its diaspora in 
an attempt to expose, in a double movement, both  capi-
talism’s roots in slavery and the foundations of its current 
expansion in labour exploitation and displacement. the 
dramas and tragedies of economic migration, freedom 
of movement for all and fair, equitable and sustainable 
development for the weakest regions of the planet were at 
the heart of the deliberations in the halls and avenues of 
the cheikh anta diop university of dakar. the events in the 
maghreb and mashreq, tunisia and egypt in particular – 
where long standing dictators supported by western pow-
ers and international financial institutions were ousted by 
their disenfranchised populations – gave the forum added 
purpose and confidence. 

however, whereas people in tunisia and egypt suc-
ceeded in gaining some advances in their rights to partic-
ipate in the political process, activists in senegal remarked 
the importance to dismantle deep-seated cultural and 
political paradigms. wsf activists are acutely aware that 
progressive political designs (even if successful in resisting 
counter-revolutionary forces) are not sufficient to usher a 
new lifestyle, to root values of justice and equality and 
to develop collective responses to alienating and anomic 
capitalism. differences in vision and perspective are deep 
among activists as well and often prevent close engage-
ment and common struggles. to achieve wide ranging 
transformations and build a common space of struggle 
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wsf activists developed practices and insights elaborated 
over decades by independence movements across the 
planet and activists’ struggles for gender, sexuality, caste 
and race equality. they engage each other in complex 
processes of difference negotiations and experiment with 
forms of mediation that might contribute to the develop-
ment of a truly emancipated cosmopolitan global citizen-
ship beyond the plagues of racism, sexism, homophobia 
and other hateful discriminations based on birth, belief 
or profession. the features and the contours of this project 
are not stated beforehand and they are dependent on the 
process of creating them: in other words, pre-empting 
what a truly cosmopolitan culture would look like would 
be utterly contradictory. in this sense, for instance, the 
tiresome insistence from recent commentators of occupy 
wall street on its inability to express blueprints for change 
is misplaced and voiced from within, and in the language 
of, the very system the movement is challenging.

global events are not the only opportunity for wsf 
activists to meet. local, regional and thematic events have 
blossomed in recent years to express unique responses to 
the idiosyncratic manifestations of the neoliberal project. 
as the global political economic context changes, the 
recent global mood of protests and activism has been, 
since 2008, shaped by the reactions to the global financial 
crisis and the correlated crises it caused or escalated, such 
as the social crisis exasperated by the mass layoffs, and the 
hunger and malnutrition generated by financial specula-
tions on foodstuff. 

increasing poverty, unemployment, hunger, conflicts, 
global warming: a doomsday scenario generated not only 
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by the rapacious attitude of relatively few individuals, 
but by the escalation of the systemic effects of capital-
ism. the alterglobalisation movement proposes credible 
and humane alternatives based on the respect of cultural, 
ethnic, racial, caste, gender, class and all other differences. 
against the farcical pretension that the exploitative model 
of endless growth, virtuous consumerism and ethical 
commoditisation is the only game in town, a prolifera-
tion of creative models developed and practised by activ-
ists worldwide revolve around values of human, social and 
environmental sustainability. 

these are the values of the other world society that 
the wsf is imagining. a world society freed by the tyr-
anny of utilitarian argumentations; in which individuals 
are valued for their unique worth rather than as cogs in 
a machine; shaped by values of justice and equality; col-
oured by diversity and painted in creativity; and rising 
above its imperfections with a humble attitude. a world 
society that challenges unwarranted scientific arrogance 
and the naturalization of ideological beliefs; that devel-
ops a wisdom which allows each individual to respond 
to a changing environment and grant them the ability to 
adapt selecting forms of knowledge whose by-products 
are not exclusion and inequality but inclusion and com-
mon welfare. a world society in which all individuals have 
the opportunity to grow into autonomous actors and to 
fulfil their potentialities.

activists aiming to transform paradigms of endless 
growth founded on the delusions of rational prescrip-
tive knowledge and modernist ideologies, highlight how 
these ideologies of progress and social engineering are 
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deeply compromised by constitutive competitive logics 
which generate racism, chauvinism, casteism, communal-
ism, homophobia, violence, war. they are also aware that 
injustice and inequalities are deeply embodied in human 
beings and are responsible, to varying degrees, of their 
behaviour, so they aim to develop practices of transfor-
mation that not only point towards a liberated future but 
strive to prefigure it in their daily lives. 

a solid dose of realism inspire wsf activists vis-à-vis 
their ambitious vision and methodologies, and the com-
plex structure of their network. thousands of organisa-
tions and activists, often with little or no resources, 
committed to daily resistance and survival as organisa-
tions and, often, as individuals, find it prohibitive to 
engage fully at the transnational level in a resource-inten-
sive process. only personal dedication has allowed the wsf 
to survive as a global design but also to prosper in its 
regional, national, local and thematic incarnations. after 
twelve years, the wsf is still an unpredictable movement. it 
is therefore hard to speculate about what it will look like 
“when it grows up”. it may as well turn into something 
radically different or flow again into the many streams of 
world activism that made it and that ebb and flow within 
and without it.

whatever the wsf may become, it might be due to its 
responses to contextual transformations through meth-
odological and organisational adaptations. this book 
interrogates these recursive transformations and illus-
trates some of the challenges faced by the wsf and by 
transnational activism more in general. while the wsf is 
aware of the challenges it faces, it has become increasingly 
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conscious of the need to engage global activism in a wider 
way to avoid secluding its organisational structures from 
the activists that constructed and legitimises them and 
now flow into alternative spaces. oceanic movements in 
recent months have created the conditions for a profound 
rethinking of wsf ’s identity, its opportunities and the 
need to change in order to adapt to the changed land-
scape of global activism. the arab spring, the indignados 
and the occupy movements among others have given to 
the year 2011 and 2012 a distinctive flavour. people across 
the world mobilize against unemployment, food prices 
hike, slumification, increasing insecurity and growing 
social conflict, but also out of conviction that alterna-
tives are possible and that their individual and collective 
actions has an impact in determining what those alterna-
tives will be.

once more, the targets are the usual suspects: sym-
bols of global capitalism like wall street, authoritarian 
states that privilege the benefits of small autocracies over 
the needs of the majority of their population, political 
elites corrupted by the material and ideological purchas-
ing power of capitalism, parasitic multinational corpora-
tions and the vastly undemocratic institutions of global 
governance. how the wsf will relate to these new move-
ments will have to be seen. a certain anxiety is shared by 
some of its organisers as many long-time partners swing 
in and out of its space. 

some activists’ analyses, as those articulated at a 
recent meeting of wsf ’s international council in tunisia in 
july 2012, suggest that the current movements are indeed 
implementing the core values and pedagogic and ethical 
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lessons developed by the alterglobalisation movement and 
by the wsf in the past years. indeed, the occupied squares 
in tunis, madrid and new york were social forums where 
people met and engaged in knowledge sharing. whatever 
will happen to the wsf format in the future, its wisdom 
is embodied in its activists and will flow into their daily 
practices and through them into the new movements. 
such recognition might invite a broader look at wsf ’s leg-
acy athis book is about transnational activism through the 
lenses of the wsf. whereas i have been involved in tran-
snational activist networks since i was sixteen and i had, 
more recently, the chance to meet in tunisia with young 
revolutionaries, to participate in new york in occupy wall 
street events and to discuss with spanish indignados and 
finnish occupiers, and although i have been involved in 
the wsf since 2002, the core of the material for the book 
will look in great detail at the organisational process that 
lead to the 2004 wsf in mumbai. such limited scope is 
demanded by three constraints/objectives. the space 
at my disposal here does not allow for greater detail in 
discussing my experience of the wsf, let alone of other 
transnational activist networks; detailed ethnographic 
description is crucial both to visualise daily activist prac-
tices and to contribute to current debates (as framed by 
activists); finally, the case of the mumbai wsf aptly illus-
trates the challenges that the wsf currently faces at the 
intersection between two major waves of global activism, 
the one from which it sprang and the current in which 
it might flow. the challenges activists faced in organis-
ing the indian wsf exemplify some of the most momen-
tous challenges of the alterglobalisation movement. at 
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the same time, they speak about the future of the wsf 
and they invite reflections on the history of transnational 
activism and on the values and practices that inform the 
actions of millions of activists striving to make the world 
more just, equal and sustainable for all.
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one. another world is possible!

in january 2004, in a convention centre in north-west 
mumbai, 130,000 people met in the biggest activist event 
ever organised in india. during six days participants from 
117 countries, representing 1,653 organisations and social 
movements attended over 1,200 conferences, seminars, 
workshops and cultural events. the avenues of the nesco 
ground, a former factory gone bankrupt after india's lib-
eralisation intensified after 1991, resonated with chants 
against exploitation and violence and its halls hosted 
activists, academics and citizens from all walks of life.

trade unions, religious organisations, libertarian 
movements, ngos and grassroots organisations came 
together for the fourth edition of the world social forum 
to demand dignity, justice, equality, development, democ-
racy, human rights and peace. launched in brazil, in janu-
ary 2001, as an alternative to the world economic forum, 
the wsf aims at inspiring a global alliance which may be 
harbinger of a more equal and just world. so ambitious 
seems its goal that it bears asking the extent to which 
the wsf can contribute to transform planetary society and 
free it from the domination of “neoliberalism”, “any form 
of imperialism”, and “capitalist globalisation” as stated in 
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its charter of principles. the following pages address this 
question. 

the wsf aims at becoming a global agent of change 
but, at the same time, its political and cultural roots 
are deep-seated in the fertile history of local activism. 
such history includes the african and asian independ-
ence movements, the movements against dictatorship 
in latin america, the indigenous movements, and then 
labour, antiwar, environmental and women’s movements, 
the uprisings of 1968 and its developments in the fol-
lowing decade and the more recent mass demonstrations 
against neoliberal globalisation. to complete the sketch 
of the streams that converged in the wsf, i will mention 
the ngo counter-summits to the united nations confer-
ences, memorable among them the planet summit in rio 
de janeiro of 1992. to its 20th anniversary celebrated in 
2012 in the same city wsf activists organised an alterna-
tive summit reclaiming the rights of all to live a healthy, 
sustainable and harmonious existence on planet earth and 
criticising the united nation’s watered down and com-
promised vision. this is the picture of a movement with 
strong global aspirations, a movement which constructs 
its demands and practices on the bases of profoundly 
situated experiences and cultures rather than on abstract 
and allegedly natural and universal aspirations. 

i have been involved in the wsf for a decade in dif-
ferent ways, as an activist, a participant, a volunteer and a 
member of its international council. having been involved 
for a considerably longer time in the organisation of the 
mumbai wsf of 2004 than in any other global wsf event, 
i put my indian experience at the centre of the material 
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presented here. the indian process was both extraordinar-
ily unique and at the same time recalled a set of recurring 
dynamics among transnational activists. i highlight both 
aspects in the following pages as i believe they are help-
ful when reflecting both on the wsf and on transnational 
activism more in general. indeed, while the indian wsf 
brought together, for the first time in india, all sectors 
of the national civil society under a new organisational 
formula that privileged dialogue and openness among 
activists over directive political mobilisation under the 
guidance of a small leadership, it also contributed the 
indian activist knowledge and experience to the global 
entrenchment of the wsf, its institutional development 
and the consolidation of its unique cultural politics. the 
actual process of globalisation of the wsf, in fact, started 
in mumbai and that experience is still relevant to the 
wsf ’s current development as remarked by its activists as 
recently as february 2011 during the international coun-
cil meeting following the exhilarating wsf held in dakar, 
senegal. 

moreover, some of the challenges that the wsf, just 
as well as the alter-globalisation movement as a whole, 
are currently facing have been engaged in mumbai. 
recounting those challenges and those engagements is 
useful in order to make sense of the present challenges, 
the opportunities and the future development of the wsf; 
more than that: discussing the wsf allows us to reflect in 
a situated manner on both the developments of transna-
tional activism and on the broader processes of global 
societal change. in what follows i discuss issues of power 
and knowledge, democracy, leadership and organisation 
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as framed by wsf activists. i complement the institutional 
and organisational analyses of the wsf with reflections on 
its vision of a better world and of the values that under-
pin it to draw as detailed as possible a picture of wsf ’s 
cultural politics and its methodology of transformation. 
this explorations are crucial when interrogating it about 
its impact and the legitimacy of its ambitions.

let me anticipate here some of the themes discussed 
later in greater details. the core value informing wsf cul-
tural politics and practice is difference: cultural, political, 
social, racial, gender, sexuality, mental and physical abil-
ity, ethnicity, religion and any other gradient of being as 
recognised among the seven billion human inhabitants of 
our planet. valuing difference in the wsf means acknowl-
edging diversity, appreciating its contribution to human 
creativity and then negotiating diverging views and divi-
sions in order to formulate shared strategies, designing 
new tools for conflict transformation and envisioning a 
world beyond oppression and war. fulfilling such a cos-
mopolitan vision is predicated upon the ability of wsf ’s 
activists to elaborate sophisticated instruments for the 
negotiation of wealth, power and knowledge imbal-
ances and the transformation of conflicts between the 
very individual and collective actors that constitute it. 
such instruments would avoid that current inequalities 
within the wsf become an obstacle to the achievement 
of its vision or, worse, reproduce dynamics of margin-
alisation and oppression that the wsf fights against. if 
this cultural, political and organisational task were to be 
achieved, wsf ’s activists claim that they could contribute 
to the transformation of global social relations beyond 
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the de-humanizing and exploitative capitalist social rela-
tions and to the formulation of sustainable interactions 
between humanity and the environment.

such ambitious goals have catalysed considerable 
attention towards the wsf. however, although the wsf has 
shown inspiring potentialities (it catalysed, for instance, 
the biggest demonstration ever organised in history 
against the war on iraq held worldwide in february 2003 
and it has facilitated huge transnational alliance of water 
activist, of indigenous people, women, urban and habitat 
activists and many others), its overall achievements and 
its global relevance have often been questioned. due to the 
difficulty to assess its success against agreed criteria and 
due also to its organisational and ideological forms and 
social, political and cultural goals, the wsf refuses assess-
ment within traditional frameworks of political activism 
and social analysis. it is indeed this challenge that con-
tributes to delineate in the first instance wsf ’s complexity, 
scope and potential influence on both theories of global 
society and practices of transformation. there is no other 
alternative globalisation project at present that can claim 
such scope and implications. at the same time, the wsf 
is currently imbued in the political conjuncture that saw 
the explosion of the so-called arab spring, of the span-
ish and more broadly european indignados mobilisa-
tions and of the occupy movement. these movements are 
somehow related to the wsf, at least in cognate manners 
as they have comparable aspirations and are born out of 
similar demands for justice and equality, and they fur-
ther develop some of its practices, values and visions. for 
these and other reasons discussed in greater detail later, 
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i find important to reflect on the wsf as an important 
expression of global activism. before exploring in greater 
detail the issues mentioned so far, let me provide some 
background on the origin of the wsf and the social and 
political conjuncture in which it took shape. 

there is no alternative

chapter four of the wsf charter of principles states that it 
“stands in opposition to a process of globalization com-
manded by the large multinational corporations and by 
the governments and international institutions at the 
service of those corporations’ interests”. in the run up to 
the indian wsf, for instance, the ills of neoliberal globali-
sation were listed in pamphlets and outreach material and 
its criticisms articulated at the social, political, cultural 
and economic level and from the local to the global scale: 
neo-imperialism, cultural, economic and political mar-
ginalisation, inequalities between and within countries, 
structural adjustment, militarisation, war and repres-
sion in afghanistan, iraq and palestine, the subjection of 
states to international capital, the alienation of citizens 
from basic services,  systematic exclusion of religious and 
ethnic groups, food insecurity and expulsion of peasants 
from their land, threat to biodiversity, loss of control over 
local resources, unemployment and reduction of labour 
standards, production and dissemination of information 
by a handful of corporations, deterioration of democratic 
structures and suspension of civil rights, constant rein-
forcement of patriarchal domination, casteism and rac-
ism, and the list could continue. since 2008, these issues 
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were reframed in light of the devastating consequences of 
the global financial crisis and since the 2009 wsf held in 
belem, participants have worked to device activists lead 
solutions to the crisis based on the detailed analysis of the 
nature and limitations of global capitalism and its latest 
neoliberal expression at the social, environmental, finan-
cial, cultural, personal and geopolitical levels. in the brief 
space at my disposal here i can only hint at the extension 
and complexity of the issues considered. 

at the social level, activist stress how, starting from 
the 80s, there has been globally an increasing shift from 
stable jobs towards flexible jobs as a consequence of the 
intensification of market liberalization and global com-
petition for cheap labour. this shift has institutionalised 
informal labour as the most convenient form of exploit-
able (deprived of rights and securities) and dependable 
(informal workers are always on the brink of bankruptcy 
or starvation) labour. at the environmental level, the abuse 
of labour by corporations went together with the abuses 
they perpetrated against the environment depleting non-
renewable resources and unrestrainedly polluting the 
planet. 

at the financial level, the booming of stock markets, 
the lack of regulations and the impossibly sophisticated 
speculative instruments generated financial crisis that 
impoverished and, literally, starved millions. the latest 
global crisis of 2007-8 is a tragic illustration of the conse-
quences of unfettered speculation and the financialisation 
of all aspects of human existence as the futures markets 
on staple food, among other basic goods and services, 
illustrate.
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at the cultural level, global diversity is challenged by 
an hegemonic culture spread via corporate global media 
and big corporations branding practices. this is a culture 
of individualism, competition and rational calculation of 
personal utility distributed via media channels propagat-
ing consumerist lifestyles. furthermore, the aspirations of 
consumers under capitalism are related to alleged natural 
necessities and evolutionary paths and the demands of 
the global market economy needed to satisfy those aspi-
rations justify military domination and the policing of 
personal safety. these are the consequences, according to 
the wsf activists, of the convergence of the free market 
ideology and the politics of world elites united under the 
ideological banner of neoliberalism who aimed at regain-
ing the social ground lost during the post-war years of 
welfarism and at strengthening their grip on the world 
population. 

the neoliberal movement had important conse-
quences at the geopolitical level as well. the cold war 
bilateralism had been replaced by unilateralism after the 
fall of the berlin wall. the need to secure scarce resources, 
especially oil, made the united states and its allies anxious 
to secure sustained access to middle eastern reservoirs. 
on the other hand, control over markets is the neces-
sary corollary of the civilisational expansion of capital-
ism. the consequences are the military drive by the united 
states and its allies in afghanistan and iraq, but also the 
alleged support to at least one attempt of coup in ven-
ezuela against its left populist ruler and the instrumental 
diplomacy with pakistan and india, israel and iran and 
many others. such policies have been widely challenged 
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by activists and the support of authoritarian leaders in 
the maghreb and mashreq for geopolitical reasons and to 
protect the world against the alleged global islamist con-
spiracy (reminiscent of the support given to african and 
latin american dictators during the cold war) has been 
overturned by populations enraged by decades of oppres-
sion in name of somebody else’s interests and demands 
of security. the tunisian and egyptian revolutions in par-
ticular have been born out of the humiliation suffered by 
those populations under the dictatorial rule of western 
backed criminals. those revolution won’t cease to inspire 
world activists for years to come.

the struggle for equality,  
justice and sustainability

the wsf aims at facilitating the construction of new politi-
cal subjects and a new global society by catalysing actions 
against the institutional and corporate infrastructure of 
neoliberalism, and by facilitating the establishment of 
transnational networks of civil society organizations and 
social movements. as the achievement of wsf ’s vision can 
only be assessed in a long term perspective, the times-
cale needed for the transformation of cultural and social 
patterns, this book only highlights trends and indicates 
matters of concern as discussed among activists rather 
than defined effects and outcomes not yet consolidated 
into recognisable patterns. this approach is coherent with 
wsf ’s vision of transformation which, while not eschew-
ing political engagement, aims at deeper personal, cul-
tural and social transformations over the long term.
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although espousing a variety of complexly articulated 
beliefs, activists’ share views on the fragility of the global 
conjuncture and on the predicaments of the vast majority 
of world weakest inhabitants. against neoliberalism and 
its challenges to the sustainability of the current social 
system and to the very survival of humanity, wsf ’s activ-
ists expose the fragmentations of society, the destruction 
of communities, the transformation of individuals into 
consumers, and the challenge to individuals’ ability to 
build sustainable and fulfilling lives. wsf activists propose 
alternatives that privilege shared values over radical indi-
vidualism, collaboration over competition and negotia-
tion over violence. 

at the same time, the alterglobalisation movement 
expresses a wide range of approaches to transformation. 
whereas their thorough examination is beyond the scope 
of this book, it might be useful to hint at some of its 
implications for the wsf. for some activists, the neoliberal 
dominant class has achieved global hegemony through 
widespread consent. in other words, sections of the sub-
altern class support the dominant class by freely voting 
against their own interests in democratic elections. in this 
scenario a direct confrontation (revolution) would not 
find the necessary support from the co-opted portions 
of the working class. instead, a long process of critical 
and emancipatory (self-)education is necessary. for those 
activists, if global civil society is the terrain in which neo-
liberalism has gained its prominence, it is also the privi-
leged space in which to articulate critical understandings 
of globalisation and global governance. 

for other activists instead, civil society’s liberal 
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tradition (rooted in the european enlightenment) makes 
it prone to become an instrument of control in the hands 
of the neoliberal state. the reason for this resides in its 
eschewing, on the one hand, the power relations at play 
between sectors of society and, on the other, the structural 
imbalances that inform society. the existence of strong 
vested interests, they conclude, limits drastically the pos-
sibility to have a free civil society. some of its members, 
in fact, on the basis of their privileged position, dominate 
those who have only their labour to sell. such relationship 
can only be subverted by subverting its foundations. in 
this context, they claim, equality between individuals is 
wishfully assumed whereas instead it must be struggled 
for by the oppressed.

other activists still imagine liberated futures beyond 
resistance or revolution against the class enemy which, 
they claim, only generate mirror identities and further 
enslavement. they envisage, instead, the embodiment of 
liberated selves performing an emancipatory exodus from 
the structures and institutions of capitalism including 
civil society. 

a thorough analysis of the articulation of these posi-
tions in the wsf is beyond the scope of this book, it suf-
fices to refer to some matters of concern among activist 
highlighting the development of practices of transforma-
tion that may look less ambitious than the new culture of 
politics that the wsf promises to articulate. among such 
matters of concern is wsf ’s ability to embody the open-
ness and inclusiveness it demands of global society. while 
growing in size, geographical reach and organisational 
sophistication, the wsf has failed to create, according to 
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some, the inclusion it advocates. critics highlighted, for 
instance, how the first editions in brazil were gender, 
racially and socially unbalanced with a wide predomi-
nance of white, well educated and middle class partici-
pants. in mumbai, the organisers acknowledged that, 
their efforts notwithstanding, social dynamics of exclu-
sion were reproduced – muslims and adivasi (the original 
peoples of india), for instance, found themselves at the 
margins of the process. in nairobi, in 2007, the people 
living in the poor neighbourhood where the wsf took 
place had to force their way in the venue as the admis-
sion fee amounted to several months of their salary. these 
contradictory experiences, at the same time, were taken 
advantage of in dakar where it was impossible to tell the 
boundaries between the wsf space and the city around it 
as the gates of the university campus were always open.

global dynamics of exclusions are also at play in the 
wsf structures of governance. its organisational architec-
ture has been under scrutiny for its alleged lack of trans-
parency and accountability and the presence of obscure 
bureaucracies and undemocratic powers that could de-
legitimise it. mention is made by some, for instance, to 
the self-appointment of its organisational leadership and 
the co-option of its governance structures by its original 
organisers or to the crystallisation of personal ties into 
informal decision-making structures access to which is 
precluded to non-friends. the contradiction between val-
ues and hegemonic politics in the wsf, it is claimed, chal-
lenges the legitimacy of activists therefore strengthening 
neoliberalism. these limitations notwithstanding, i could 
observe in the wsf processes of institutional learning 
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aimed at developing sophisticated solutions to external 
and internal conflicts and engaging deep-seated cultural 
and behavioural structures at play also between its acti-
while acutely aware of power relations and social imbal-
ances, wsf ’s activists envisage a global civilisation that 
contains the horizons of their different world visions. they 
are, from their different positions, converging towards 
emancipatory cosmopolitan values and aspirations of 
civility, peace and mutual recognition, freedom, rule of 
law, human rights and cultural differences. at the same 
time, though, the universality that is often associated 
with cosmopolitan values centred in the colonial moder-
nity is criticised for its eurocentrism. concerns about 
the influence of eurocentric ideologies within the wsf 
through organisations involved in it are legitimate (many 
denounce the ambiguous role of international ngos who 
work with and for governments and international insti-
tutions). however, by facilitating a global convergence of 
radical activists, the wsf wishes to contribute to the pano-
rama of global activism a context for the development of 
discourses and actions that could transform differences 
and conflicts between activists. the question arises, how-
ever, if the wsf, in its claim not to engage in direct politics, 
contributes to reproducing the opposition between state 
and society and to the strengthening of the neoliberal 
institutional framework or, on the other hand, if it can 
inspire a mass exodus of world citizens from the institu-
tions that reproduce their oppression and exploitation.

given the scale of cultural and political conflicts 
engaged and their social embeddedness it would be unre-
alistic to expect that all contradictions and inconsistencies 
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could be either wished away or successfully negotiated in 
the short term provided by current frameworks of politi-
cal impact and outcome assessment. but if the wsf is seen 
as part of a broader initiative to transform society, culture 
and politics, then its achievements can be assessed vis-à-
vis its contributions to the development of new visionary 
paths to a better world and insightful conceptualisations 
of the limitation of alternative politics both locally, in 
india, brazil, senegal and elsewhere, and globally. such an 
approach is particularly compelling as the world strug-
gles to recover from a set of interconnected global crises 
(financial, economic, social, labour, food, environmental) 
and after the latest wave of popular uprisings started with 
the tunisian revolution and the renewed exuberance of 
activists at the four corners of the planet. 

this book

how is the wsf contributing to the elaboration of a viable 
global alternative to neoliberalism? my experience with 
the wsf suggests that it is attempting to elaborate widely 
negotiated strategies for conflict transformation and 
develop forms of solidarity that enhance global intercon-
nections exorcising fatal civilisation clashes and the clash 
of humanity with the planet that sustains it. this is how i 
will articulate this consideration in what follows. 

chapter two discusses the history of the wsf and the 
specificities of the indian polity as the fertile ground on 
which wsf 2004 blossomed. using the case of india i illus-
trate the dynamics between the global and the national 
dimensions of the wsf and more broadly in transnational 
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activism. chapter three and four deal with the nature 
of the wsf, the methodologies it is devising to achieve 
its vision and its innovative organisational structure, 
the open space. chapters five to seven explore in some 
detail the indian wsf process. chapter five discusses wsf 
india’s political configuration, the relationship between 
political parties, ngos and single issue movements and 
their dynamics of convergence and conflict. chapter six 
discusses wsf ’s organisational practices, this chapter 
probably represents the climax of this book’s narrative. 
chapter seven sketches wsf 2004’s legacy in india and the 
converse, the indian experience’s influence on the global 
wsf in order to assess the challenges and potentialities 
of the national/transnational dynamics in global activ-
ism . chapter eight makes a few concluding remarks on 
the future of the wsf and its articulations with the most 
recent wave of alterglobalisation movements.



36

two. once upon a time

in the beginning

the wsf process started in brazil in the year 2000. it was 
sparked by the global crisis of legitimacy of neoliberal-
ism that followed the asian financial crisis of 1997 and 
the more recent crash of the dotcom industry. on the 
other hand, global activists were increasingly interested 
in moving beyond the so called “summit hopping” that 
characterised radical activism in the last years of the mil-
lennium. at the same time, while activists discussed inno-
vative strategies to convene a new global alliance against 
neoliberalism closely considering the political conjunc-
ture and the most advanced information and communi-
cation technologies, wsf ’s roots went back decades to the 
independence struggles in africa and asia, to the united 
states civil rights movement, to the ’68 movement and 
even beyond to the labour solidarity movements of the 
19th century. more recently, four activist streams con-
verged in the wsf. the so called “new social movements” 
which developed out of the ’68 protests on issues like 
human rights, environment, gender, anti-war, indigenous 
self-determination and alternative sexualities; social-
ist and communist movements; parallel ngos forums to 
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the united nations conferences of the 90s, like the 1992 
rio earth summit, or the 1995 beijing world conference 
on women; and, more recently, the alter-globalisation 
movement which expressed itself pre-eminently through 
oceanic protests such as the seattle anti-wto, the genoa 
anti-g8 and the prague anti world bank and international 
monetary fund demonstrations. 

crucial in shaping the global imaginary of activists 
was the role played by the mexican zapatistas. according 
to many they provided the wsf with a set of discursive 
tools, distilled into inspiring messages, which contrib-
uted to construct the zapatista national liberation army 
(ezln) as the mythical origin of the wsf. the ezln burst 
onto the global stage as it launched an armed insurrection 
against the mexican federal state from the southern state 
of chiapas. the symbolic choice of the date of the uprising 
contributed to give it immediate global resonance. it was 
the 1st of january of 1994, day of the coming into force of 
nafta, the north american free trade agreement, the pil-
lar of a new aggressive phase, championed by the united 
states, of the neoliberal movement.

the zapatistas endowed the wsf with three conceptual 
pillars: the proposition of the fundamental importance of 
the community as the space in which reciprocal respon-
sibility and duties forms the individual in a radically dif-
ferent way from the radical individualism of rights of the 
neoliberal world; the struggle against neoliberalism as 
an epistemological struggle against the annihilation of 
difference inherent in the forceful naturalisation of the 
neoliberal ideology; and a different understanding of the 
conquest of state power as a subordinated goal, in the 
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aims of social movements, to the fight for the freedom 
of choice of all peoples. a further strategic formulation, 
widely used in the wsf context, cautioned against the 
possibility or even desirability to replicate local struggles 
such as theirs elsewhere, such intent would require trans-
forming the daily efforts of real women and men aimed 
at fulfilling their unique aspirations into abstract strate-
gies towards achieving abstract, perhaps universal, goals. 
instead, they advised, any marginalized group would find 
its own strategy in its history and in its culture. in this 
sense, it is impossible, they claimed as well, to formulate 
a universal revolutionary strategy. differences between 
peoples are more relevant than their common oppres-
sion; their struggles must therefore reflect those differ-
ences rather than the uniformity of their social position 
as oppressed and marginalised. the global activist alliance 
against neoliberalism would therefore be a network of 
local struggles against the local representations of neolib-
eralism (itself demystified from being an abstract univer-
sal representation of structural domination into a global 
configuration of local domination of some specific social 
groups over others by the use of coercion or ideological 
hegemony – not all due to capitalist relations of produc-
tion). the connections in this network would be formed 
and strengthened by mutual learning and emotional and 
practical mutual support. 

the solidarity to the zapatista struggle inspired the 
creation of a wide support network of activists which by 
1998 gave birth to one of the most inspiring initiatives 
of the alterglobalisation movement, the people’s glo-
bal action (pga). pga’s inclusive yet minimal guidelines 
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(made by five so-called “hallmarks”), the highly sophis-
ticated debates it sparked and facilitated and its roots in 
the global south gave pga both high profile and efficacy. 
contemporary to pga, another organisation that will play 
a seminal role in setting the wsf was founded in france, 
attac. its main objective was a drastic slowing down of the 
liberalisation of financial markets and the institution of a 
global tax on financial transactions and the creation of a 
global fund for the development of poorer countries. the 
newly created networks called for a mass demonstration 
against the world trade organisation (wto) at the end of 
1999. grassroots activists, ngos, direct action activists and 
trade unions join forces to create a formidable alliance 
which between november 30th and december 3rd 1999 
brought about 40000 protesters to the streets of seattle. 
the demonstration was the biggest in the united states 
since those against the vietnam war and contributed to 
force the wto to dissolve the meeting without concluding 
its agenda. beyond the contingent success, the conver-
gence in seattle of so many actors who had never worked 
together before was remarkable. the uniqueness of this 
social, cultural and political blend created the foundations 
of the wsf.

after seattle, protests followed in rapid succession 
gathering a growing number of activists and support 
from moderate sectors of civil society: in washington, 
against world bank and imf in april 2000; okinawa, in july 
2000 against the g8; prague in september against wb and 
imf; nice against the eu summit. in january 2001, 15,000 
participants from 122 countries met in porto alegre for 
the first wsf. but the season of demonstrations was not 
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over: in april, the representatives of 34 american countries 
met in quebec to establish a free trade area of the ameri-
cas (ftaa) and over 30,000 protesters took part to the 
“march of the people”. in june, violent clashes occurred in 
gothenburg during the eu summit. police reaction against 
the 25,000 demonstrators was disproportionate and 
three demonstrators were wounded by live ammunition. 
ten days after the clashes in gothenburg, the meeting of 
the world bank in barcelona was cancelled on threat of 
demonstrations. in july, the g8 met in an almost deserted 
genoa oppressed by security measures. this escalation of 
anxiety and frustration lead to the killing of carlo giuliani 
by a carabiniere. in january 2002, the second wsf met in 
brazil: the intercontinental youth camp (iyc) of the wsf 
was named after carlo. 

the immediate success of the 2001 wsf provoked the 
setting up of a more stable structure. an international 
council (ic) was constituted and a charter of principles 
approved to define its values and vision and the bounda-
ries of its open space. later i will discuss at great length 
both values and visions and the nature of the open space 
but the story of the origins of the wsf is not quite over 
yet. the second edition of the wsf attracted 50,000 par-
ticipants. its organisational structure was further con-
solidated and its outreach expanded through regional, 
national, local and thematic social forums. continental 
meetings were held in buenos aires, addis ababa, flor-
ence, cartagena, and hyderabad. in florence, in november 
2002, 60,000 people participated in the activities of the 
first european forum, and an astonishing million marched 
against the war on iraq.
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confirming the trend, 100,000 participants from 131 
countries attended the third wsf once more held in porto 
alegre. it was then that the decision to move the forum 
to india was taken to consolidate the global scope of the 
wsf. many felt that the appropriation of wsf ’s vision by all 
involved needed to be mediated by increased ownership 
and responsibility only achievable by organising an event. 
to accomplish this, the wsf had to travel across the world, 
its institutions had to acquire further legitimacy and its 
language, its innovative pedagogy of transformation and 
its culture of politics had to be shaped by activists from all 
over the planet. moving to india would add to the wsf the 
experience of the struggles for independence dating since 
the 19th century and that of the more recent networks, 
alliances and platforms started in the late 80s to protest 
india’s neoliberal turn. indian activist milieu was, after all, 
the biggest in the world and contribute to shape the big-
gest and most diverse world democracy.

the passage to india

the decision to move the wsf to india was informed by 
three main considerations. india is a rising superpower 
and one of the fastest growing economies of the planet; 
it is a country with a remarkable (if complex at times) 
democratic record; and its civil society is of a size, multi-
plicity and creativity second to none. moreover, as india 
was often described as a success story of economic liber-
alisation, challenging this narrative could strengthen the 
projection onto the global political arena of wsf ’s vision. 
mumbai, moreover, the city of the biggest slum in asia 
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and the most expensive real estate, would be the perfect 
location as it would illustrate the inherent contradictions 
of globalisation and the inequalities it exacerbates.

after the liberalisation of the indian economy an 
intense web of protests targeted both the central gov-
ernment and the international institutions and multina-
tional corporations to which it was seen to abdicate its 
sovereignty. the world bank was targeted by the move-
ment against the dams on the river narmada. the agro-
multinational monsanto became target at the end of the 
90’s of the protests against genetic modified crops. these 
protests catalysed the convergence of global demonstra-
tion in 1999 when via campesina (the largest peasants 
and farmers network in the world) and pga called a mas-
sive demonstration in bangalore. such wealth of protests 
notwithstanding, and those mentioned are but a small 
sample, the opposition to neoliberalism in india did not 
succeed in creating a stable political alliance.

the wsf, some felt, could contribute to create the 
momentum for a wide national convergence and consoli-
date transnational alliances at the same time. this dou-
ble achievement would both strengthen the indian civil 
society and further legitimate wsf ’s global claims often 
challenged due to poor participation by asian and african 
activists to the brazilian events. a document widely cir-
culated in india since 2002, and referred to as the bhopal 
declaration from the city where it was chosen as the offi-
cial mobilizing document of wsf india, stated that the wsf 
could start “a historic process of galvanising all those who 
are affected by and are questioning the impact of neo-
liberal, capitalist globalisation in the country. it further 
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provides the opportunity to build organic linkages with 
similar organisations, movements, and individuals across 
the globe”. indian activists would have the opportunity 
to negotiate their cultural, social and political specifici-
ties and to strengthen their connections with the global 
networks against neoliberalism. finally, moving the wsf 
to india was necessary to avoid what was perceived by 
some activists as an embryonic bureaucratisation of the 
european-brazilian leadership of the wsf. 

concerns about the international council’s decision 
were articulated only by few of its members, but practical 
considerations were advanced in relation to the hostility, 
or at best indifference, of the mumbai local government 
and of the central government of india in the hands of a 
right-wing coalition. later in the process the security of 
the participants became a matter of concern as mumbai 
was hit by a series of terrorist blasts and some groups 
received threats from hindu activists. these concerns 
ended up becoming the fertile grounds on which eventu-
ally a very successful event was organised and took place 
in january 2004. but before telling the story of the indian 
process in some more detail let briefly introduce here the 
indian civil society and activist scene. a word of caution, 
given both the limited space and the vast complexity of 
indian progressive milieu what fallows will inevitably be 
not much more than a caricature. however, i hope that the 
following few paragraphs will achieve both to commu-
nicate a sense of those complexities and inspire further 
interest in dynamics that are among the most fascinat-
ing on the planet and the influence of which are indeed 
global (gandhi’s influence is just the tip of a huge, and 
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growing in size, iceberg).

indian activism in a nutshell

whether concerns and criticisms discussed in the ic were 
instrumental or argued on the basis of in-depth knowl-
edge of india, it is the case that india is indeed a complex 
and fertile terrain shaped by years of political conflicts 
between progressive activists. a wide range of vibrant 
social movements developed in independent india since 
1947 that opposed, complemented or were instrument 
of the massive indian post-independence development 
and were built on the foundations of the independence 
movement. indian state-led development paradigm and 
its attitude towards the global scenario changed in 1991 
with the gradual liberalisation of its market. whether the 
story that preceded is instrumental to understand deep 
rooted conflicts and ideological divides among indian 
activists, it is impossible to do it justice here. in what fol-
lows i would, therefore, discuss the growing mobilisations 
in india that followed the opening up of the country to 
the global market.

struggles against neoliberalism started in india in the 
late 80s in opposition to the dunkel draft on trade liberal-
ization, named after gatt’s director general. they mobilised 
left organizations and some peasant movements. along 
with gatt, the bretton woods organizations provoked the 
activities of an increasing range of groups and movements 
opposed to the neoliberal prescriptions implemented in 
india: privatization, liberalization, public sector downsiz-
ing and the likes. the activities of these groups led to a 
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million-strong demonstration organized in delhi in 1994. 
the mobilisation spread quickly and regional and secto-
ral coalitions (focusing on specific issues such as health, 
education and agriculture) were formed, but an all india 
coalition could not be convened.

the wsf was thought of as the missing instrument 
to form a country wide alliance against neoliberalism 
and against religious sectarianism. the wsf could help 
address the “lack of cohesiveness, in turn based on a lack 
of mutual understanding and trust, and through this, of 
even tactical unity” and contribute to bridge this gap by 
initiating “a process that allows all of us to come together, 
to hear and understand each other, to explore areas of 
common interest, and also our differences, and to learn 
from the experiences and struggles of people in other 
countries”. this “could be a vital first step towards dif-
ferent kinds of unity and alternatives which are essential 
to the task of outflanking the growing forces of the neo-
fascist right”, as the bhopal declaration stated.

the ideological diversity of indian activists can be 
only sketched here in guise of a minimalist backdrop to 
the wsf story that will follow. a crucial role, both in the 
struggle for independence and later in independent india 
and in contemporary activism, is played by mahatma 
gandhi’s ideas. centred on the notion of self-reliance gan-
dhian politics was built around the concept of satyagraha, 
the truth to be achieved through non-violent methods. 
gandhian thought influenced indian politics on questions 
of governance and decentralization, education, economy 
and development, caste and ethical issues. in independ-
ent india the most prominent gandhian movements were 
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the sarvodaya movement that fought for the redistribu-
tion of land and the panchayati raj for local governance 
of the villages. gandhi’s politics, despite the importance 
and the role played in the independence struggle, met 
harsh opposition from dalit activists who accused gan-
dhi of not recognising their full social and politigandhi 
faced criticism also from the traditional left because of 
his scepticism about the ability of class analysis to explain 
the oppression of peasants and workers in india. such 
political positions have sometimes been seen as exacer-
bating social polarisation along lines of caste, religion 
and ethnicity by activists of the three communist parties 
that flourished in india. of the independent movements 
that flourished from the 70s some reached international 
renown like the chipko andolan (also known as the tree-
huggers movement) and the narmada bachao andolan 
(an anti-dam movement). they contributed some of the 
most controversial and respected activists of the wsf 
such as medha patkar, vandhana shiva and arundhati roy. 
these movements struggled for the livelihood of people 
threatened by development policies that imposed natural 
resources management that did not take into account the 
rights and the needs of those who to those resources had 
been depending on for generations but only the interests 
of market actors. 

one of the crucial consequences of neoliberalism at 
the global level has been to increase labour flexibility 
and reduce job security and salaries. workers all over the 
world have paid dearly the implementation of neoliberal 
policies and the repression of trade unions. the labour 
movement in india is only marginally able to reach the 
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huge work force of the country, especially dalits or adi-
vasi, mostly informal. the consequence of the inability of 
unions to organise across ethnic and caste issues forced 
workers and unemployed to join the ranks of environ-
mental, indigenous, gender, religious, caste and peasant 
movements. 

it is estimated that in india there are around 200,000 
ngos expressing the energy of activists who found them-
selves restrained by inflexible hierarchies or political 
manifestos in more traditional organisations. some ngos 
are gandhian in inspiration, small in size and rooted in 
the local fabric, others are bigger and funded by foreign 
donors. the role of the latter has been criticised by some 
activists who accused them to dilute, with their charity, 
the sense of  needed by the oppressed to rebel. moreover, 
their international allegiances, it is suggested, make their 
strategic choices inconsistent with the national interests. 
the issue of movement and ngo funding proved to be one 
of the most intractable conflicts also in the wsf dynamic. 
if a consensus was reached around the controversial role 
of funders like the ford foundation (particularly reviled 
by indian activists), however the deeper malaise between 
those who accepted foreign funds and those who con-
demned such practices did not hint to decrease as an out-
come of working together in the wsf process. ngos and 
movements and organisations linked to the more radi-
cal left spoke at each other across a bitter fracture about 
which i say more in the following chapters. but first let 
me return to drawing the background scene on which 
these tensions were played.  

one of the most important social movements in india 
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is the dalit movement. the dalits are placed at the bot-
tom of the caste hierarchy and for this relegated to the 
most degrading occupations and often banned from com-
mon water sources, public places and temples. against this 
injustice, dalit and leader of the constituent assembly of 
india, ambedkar mobilised dalits across the country. his 
role in writing the indian constitution made sure that 
untouchability was made illegal. however, despite several 
campaigns over decades, the promulgation in 1989 of the 
scheduled castes and tribes (prevention of atrocities) act, 
and the political victories of the dalits especially in north 
india, government and police have been implicated in 
cases of systemic marginalisation and abuse of dalits. due 
to these repeated abuses the national campaign for dalit 
human rights (ncdhr) was founded in 1998. ncdhr had a 
central role in wsf 2004. at the centre of their campaign-
ing are two enemies: hindutva, a hindu radical ideology 
that, referring to a hierarchy of purity, would force dalits 
to marginalisation; and neoliberal globalisation which 
causes increased impoverishment of the most vulnerable 
sectors of society.

one of the most unique movements that india has 
produced is the people’s science movement. started in the 
late 60s it involved around 300,000 professionals and sci-
entist in a process of taking scientific knowledge to local 
communities. the role of that movement and its descend-
ants was central in wsf india. finally, it is worth mention-
ing the national alliance of people’s movements (napm), 
a network of around two hundred movements from all 
over india that oppose growth-centred development by 
putting forward socio-economic, political and cultural 
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alternatives that are environmentally and socially sustain-
able. napm movements engage issues relating to caste 
and untouchability, gender and patriarchy, social justice, 
human rights, religious discrimination and communal 
politics and advocates against imperialism and capital-
ism. in a campaign document produced in occasion of wsf 
2004 the napm is presented thus: 

napm is a coming together, a process of like-minded groups 
and movements who while retaining their autonomous 
identities, are working together to bring the struggle for a 
people-oriented development model to the centre-stage of 
politics and public life. (…) uses mass mobilization along 
with advocacy lobbying and networking with like minded 
groups to achieve these ends. napm (...) attempts to link 
between the struggling rural masses, urban civil society, 
labourers students and intelligentsia. within its structure, it 
aims at a democratic functioning and also consensus-based 
decision-making.

it is easy to see how closely this language resonates 
with the wsf discourse. napm started as an initiative of 
some influential movements: narmada bachao ando-
lan, national federation of fish workers, samajwadi jan 
parishad, and chipko andolan. these movements engaged 
with global activists and contributed to the creation of 
the milieu in which the wsf discourse was elaborated. 
important campaigning and struggles of napm include 
the fight against coca-cola accused of stealing water 
belonging to local communities, for land and peasants’ 
rights, against communalism and for  fish-workers’ rights. 
napm’s movements have also experimented alternatives 
to exploitative technologies and systems of production 
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based on cooperation, local resources, and sustainable 
energy production. they have set up small and medium 
scale schooling experiments with a stress on vernacular 
education, sustainable agriculture to fight government 
policies that challenge food security, alternative provision 
of health for those who have no access to the national 
service, reconstruction of local community based indus-
tries (along the gandhian khadi idea) to oppose the tyr-
anny of global markets. in this fertile and complex ground 
the wsf india put roots, at first with some difficulty later 
more confidently and in depth.

the asian social forum

the introduction of the wsf to india was linked to the 
global mobilisation of the previous decade. seattle and the 
mass demonstrations that followed were important victo-
ries of the anti-neoliberalism movement and had enjoyed 
from a crucial input from movements from the south (i 
have no space here to challenge the reductive and inaccu-
rate north-south dualism) including indian movements. 
the wsf would create in india the opportunity to consoli-
date a diverse front against neoliberalism, war, commu-
nalism, religious sectarianism, casteism comparable to the 
one that succeeded in seattle and later in porto alegre. but 
this process was not devoid of difficulties as i recount in 
what follows. the asian social forum held in hyderabad 
in january 2003, preceded the global event in mumbai. 
despite its success in terms of number of participants and 
events, critics pointed to several organisational complica-
tions and, more importantly, to its inability to fulfil its 
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promises due to the organisers’ hegemonic opportun-
ism and their use of the forum for their political inter-
ests. other criticisms referred to the political inequality 
between the actors involved in it. parties and large ngos 
were alternatively accused of monopolising or profession-
alizing the process. some social movements, disappointed 
by what they considered the ideological corruption of 
wsf india, cut for themselves spaces at the margins of the 
asian social forum. critical remarks voiced by women’s 
groups highlighted the consistent patriarchal practices 
within the forum and religious groups denounced dis-
crimination to those who did not speak the secular jar-
gon. indeed cases of overt abuse of veiled women within 
the spaces of the asf were reported with dismay.

the asf ’s organisational process started with a 
national consultation in december 2001 in bangalore 
followed by one in delhi in january 2002 which decided 
to organise a continental event to test the receptivity of 
indian activists to the wsf. those consultations started the 
process that facilitated a continental (asf 2003), a global 
(wsf 2004) and a national (isf 2006) forum. the latest 
social forum event organised in the region has been the 
south asia social forum in dhaka, bangladesh, in novem-
ber 2011.

a meeting of the newly started process took place 
in bhopal in april 2002. that meeting drafted the bho-
pal declaration, which governs the wsf india, appointed 
the indian working committee (iwc) and established that 
the national consultations (nc), open plenary meetings 
for the widest number of organisations, were the privi-
leged instrument to ensure democratic, transparent and 
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accountable decision making. finally, it envisioned asf2003 
as “a mood of sharing experience and of celebrating and 
dreaming together, while keeping the political focus on 
struggle against globalisation (imperialism) and the neo-
liberal agenda of the world elite”. the commitment to the 
‘open space’ was stressed in the bhopal declaration: 

this coming together can help all of us to respect differ-
ences and still agree to ‘march separately, strike together’ 
against the resurgent imperialism that neo-liberalism rep-
resents – and for building another world, other worlds. (...) 
this will include consultation meetings across the country, 
among a wide range of concerned organisations, a mas-
sive and widespread process of group discussions among 
intellectual activists and other concerned people, a massive 
process of group discussions among ordinary people at the 
local level, in villages and towns across the country, jathas 
and caravans, activities within schools and workplaces, etc..  

the asf saw the participation of around 20,000 peo-
ple representing 900 organisations from 42 countries 
who took part in 350 seminars, workshops, conferences 
and panels. the cultural programme included perform-
ances by two thousand cultural activists. such ambitious 
agenda heightened expectations which, in turn, inevita-
bly perhaps, became later disappointments as illustrated 
by the critiques reported above. despite the complexities 
involved by this political assessment about the limitations 
of the hyderabad forum, there was widespread agreement 
on the strategic importance of the wsf in india and, more 
poignantly, of organising a global forum in 2004. nota-
ble exception, some groups linked to a parallel event to 
the hyderabad forum strongly and categorically opposed 
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wsf ’s hegemonic politics. some of them later joined wsf  
2004, others joined an alternative radical forum, mumbai 
resistance.

the hyderabad forum was, according to many par-
ticipants, an overwhelming experience that reminded of 
a huge mela (sanskrit word for gathering). it gave to all 
participants an embracing feeling of togetherness and 
profound solidarity which enhanced their sense of pur-
pose, confidence and the empowering feeling of sharing 
the dream of a better world with many others. however, 
some considered this energy wasted if it were not directed 
towards a specific goal. activists accused the organisers 
of seeing the wsf process as an end in itself rather than 
a means to build another world. this was not the most 
damning criticism. some accused the forum of reproduc-
ing exclusion through logistical mishaps, like the dis-
tance between venues, the lack of appropriate transport 
between them and the unreliability of the programme 
and through an opaque organisational structure. to the 
caustic critiques of the unaccountable organisational 
structure, others were added about the financial manage-
ment accused of lacking transparency and of reproducing 
both a pseudo-corporate and an authoritarian organi-
sational culture. organisers overlooked also, to a great 
extent, the reporting considered fundamental for institu-
tional learning. the implications of this were felt later in 
the indian process. 

these debates were not new in the social forum proc-
ess and where not unique to the indian case. in fact, they 
kept recurring with more or less virulence until the lat-
est global forum in dakar, senegal, where organisational 
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issues, decision-making opaqueness, accounting murki-
ness and other issues above reported for the case of the 
asf  2003 were repeated, not to mention, as we shall see 
later, the potentially destructive opposition between local 
and international partners in the organisational endeav-
ours of wsf events. as in most other issues discussed with 
reference to the indian wsf process, crucial issues tend to 
recur across the organisational architecture of the global 
wsf process. a careful, ethnographical look, at their nature 
and dynamics can help making sense of some of the pat-
terns reproduced in transnational activist networks and 
imagine mediations and transformations of the underly-
ing conflicts.

the programme of the asf fuelled intense debates. 
with hundreds of events scheduled, dozens happening 
impromptu and hundreds of speakers from activist or 
academic background, the range of choice was vast and 
qualified, but the shortcomings were also many. the dis-
persion of similar events at the venues with consequent 
duplication due to the lack of coordination in drafting 
the final programme concerned many. moreover, the 
design, scheduling and much of the realisation of the 
programme were centralised allowing less space for the 
emergence of spontaneous patterns. finally, the dispersed 
yet steered programme did not allow for either focus and 
concentration, as some demanded, or collaborative and 
grassroots organising, as others would have preferred, and 
both critiques convened that such intense programme of 
conferences and cultural events did not allow enough 
time for networking and alliance building, the main task 
of the forum. there was more to the conversations over 
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the programme. the imbalance between celebrity speak-
ers and local activists limited the opportunities available 
to those who could benefit more from the open space to 
express their normally unheard concerns; and hegemonic 
dynamics were mentioned to illustrate the manipulation 
and mobilisation of audiences for specific political inter-
ests insofar contravening the ethical values of the forum 
and its political culture. on this particular issue the sec-
ond edition of the global forum, in 2002 in brazil, saw 
dramatic direct actions against celebrity activists and the 
reproduction of a tiered society within the wsf with dif-
ferent privileges and hierarchies among participants.

political dynamics, on the one hand, and relevance 
of the asf, on the other, became central in its evaluation. 
the latter aspect exposed profound ideological differences 
between those who advocated vanguardist positions and 
those who favoured deliberative strategies. many high-
lighted the uselessness of another talk shop in which no 
knowledge was added to explain the ills of the world, 
that it made no sense to speak to the converted, that a 
more direct stance should be taken in order to organise 
the masses into challenging national and international 
power: action was, according to them, needed to make 
another world, not hundreds of seminars and workshops. 

the majority, however, if for different reasons, con-
sidered the asf a success as it contributed to expanding 
the space of civil society in india and it was consolidat-
ing it by mediating its conflictual and fractured nature 
towards a context of mutual engagement. this debate 
sparked others on the nature of leadership, political pro-
grammes and organisation and all together produced a 
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very vibrant debate on the wsf. praful bidwai wrote in 
the hindustan times that “the asf uniquely offered four 
platforms: the first-ever large scale interaction between 
india’s established mass organisations and its ‘new social 
movements’, a dialogue between them and the move-
ments from the rest of asia, a forum to evolve common 
analysis and strategy, and a high-energy cultural inter-
course”. he stressed that “it was very important that dif-
ferent kinds of organisations-not only different in issues 
that they are working but also the nature of the organi-
sations ngos, trade unions, organisations associated with 
parties, cbos etc came together on one platform to show 
the unity in expressing the resistance to the inhuman glo-
balisation process.” 

devaki jain, in the economic and political weekly, 
celebrated the alliance between dalit, muslim and adivasi 
women, highlighting how alliance building was taking 
place within fragmented sectors but also between sectors. 
the asf also provided a platform to interact with other 
asian movements and build a coalition of movements able 
to contribute to the wsf as much as the more established 
continental networks from latin america and europe 
generating a positive recursive relation between national 
forums and regional and global alliances. 

commentators and activists praised difference in 
hyderabad and in the previous global and regional forums 
and highlighted commonalities as well: the new alliance 
was being built against corporate globalisation, neolib-
eralism and united states unilateralism. unity in differ-
ence, political hegemony of the “new” party were called 
for from different constituencies: on the one hand, social 
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movement activists deplored traditional parties’ domina-
tion, on the other radical activists exposed alien interests 
and allegiances of big ngos linked to foreign funders. 
those who manned the forum were both left parties 
related actors and ngo officers in a sort of enlightening 
(of the potentialities of the wsf ) strategic alliance. how-
ever, it was claimed, the limited leadership of the asf 
process may have hindered its success in broadening alli-
ances between political and social actors, as fish workers’ 
movements, muslim activists, human rights campaigners 
and others were not included in the process.

devaki jain, in the piece mentioned above, reported 
that: “some left groups publicly dissociated themselves 
from the forum. the alliances like the napm, the ncl – 
apart from many others such as the movement spear-
headed by vandana shiva, bear shades of the gandhian 
inspiration. (...) the alliances of left and gandhi were not 
on a collision path or even demeaning or demonizing 
each other as was wont some time ago. yet the reference 
to gandhi had to be muted, as the dalits would disso-
ciate from the explicitly gandhian presence. ideological 
premises, controversial icons, did not impede the “soul” 
of the space, the sense of oneness of the gatherings”. 
tom kocherry of the national fishworkers’ forum and one 
of the leaders of napm, in an interview to the sunday 
express, distanced himself from both the domination of 
ngos and leftist parties within the asf and backed napm’s 
decision not to take part in what was considered a mild 
critique of globalisation by actors who used it for their 
own political or economic benefit and were uninterested 
in radical change.
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the tense relations between communist parties and 
napm movements go back decades. for the left social 
movements were fragmenting the resistance against the 
class enemy and were depoliticising the social conflict 
losing effectiveness; they were not marxist in inspiration, 
did not use class as the unit of social analysis, and chal-
lenged the role of the party as guide to the revolution; 
they focused on women issues, caste, peasant, farmers 
and adivasi and religious intolerance. moreover, they were 
holding back india's industrial development by oppos-
ing the construction of development infrastructures such 
as the dams on the narmada river. napm was accused of 
populist politics, romantic backwardness, and obscuran-
tist natural resource management and development out-
look. the hesitation is mutual: napm activists find the left 
ineffective, corrupt, authoritarian and hegemonic, ideo-
logically archaic and incapable of representing the mar-
ginalised sectors of the population. similar conflicts are 
recurrent in other regions and are variously highlighting 
the activist dilemma between poverty relieving economic 
growth on the one hand and sustainable development 
on the other. if until not long ago this tension created a 
de facto incommensurable hiatus between, for instance, 
labour unions and left parties on the one hand and envi-
ronmental activists on the other, the turtles/teamsters 
alliance sealed in seattle, one more remarkable success of 
that demonstration, has allowed the debate to develop 
towards more sophisticated horizons. yet, as shown in 
india, this debate involves several different actors which 
are with difficulty placed in either camp of the assumed 
divide. moreover, engrained feelings and ideological 
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believes need longer than one (or few for that matter) 
demonstration or few years of shared belonging to the 
wsf to be negotiated. climate change activism has shown 
in recent years how the articulation of shared positions 
on carbon emissions and management, among others, are 
quite hard to come by in the global movement. not to 
mention the scathing conflicts on bio-engineering and 
genetically modified crops. but these are other stories for 
other books.little more than occasional strategic alliances 
occurred between the two camps for many years (kerala 
fish workers allied with the communist party of india – 
marxist (cpi-m) within state politics, as did the chipko 
movement with the communist party of india (cpi), in the 
70s and 80s) but some bridges have been built by sections 
of the left and social movements, and later trade unions 
joined napm struggles demanding jobs and rights for 
peasants and adivasis of maharashtra and gujarat affected 
by the dams on the narmada river. these timid negotia-
tions have been further developed by the wsf.  as for the 
large ngos, napm finds their attitude, patronising and 
professionalised, culturally incompatible with the people 
they claim to help, and showing their social and political 
remoteness from the people they advocate for. 

hegemonic practices (conscious, unconscious or sys-
temic) along with organisational inexperience caused the 
marginalisation of many groups and of entire regions like 
the indian northeast and made of asf 2003 a less than 
all-india process. many commentators complained that in 
india so few knew about the asf and that even in hydera-
bad not many were informed. others mentioned that 
only few hundred activists came from the whole of asia 
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and that the attempt to involve pakistanis failed despite 
strenuous efforts applied by the organisers. the relation 
between local populations and the wsf has provoked the 
most dramatic conflicts in nairobi 2007 when the fences 
of the wsf space where attacked by those who, though 
living in the area where the wsf was organised, could not 
afford the entry ticket. 

another point of crucial relevance was, as many 
feminists reported, that the role of women within the asf 
was marginal and the lack of attention to delicate power 
dynamics reproduced the gender divide the asf advocated 
against, a gender divide hidden behind rhetorical posi-
tions that extolled the role of women but marginalised 
them from the more empowering activities within the 
organisational process. the continuing marginalisation of 
women within the wsf is a painful reminder that claim-
ing empowerment and acting as free individuals are not 
the same thing at all. wsf organising structures are still 
dominated by men and often the separation between 
men’s and women’s is stark along the decision-making/
implementation divide, as regularly observed in brazil, in 
kenya and, lately in senegal where all the decision-makers 
and political leaders, for instance, were men whereas the 
wsf organisational office (led by a middle-aged man) was 
mostly staffed by young women.

back to india, some reflected that these limitations 
where caused by the relative inexperience in organising 
an open space. according to these commentators and 
to many activists as well, the difficulties encountered in 
organising the first indian open space were part of the 
process in which movements embark when constituting 
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themselves within a radically democratic framework. the 
learning process was centred not only on political strat-
egy but also on cultural exchanges between activists and 
on the acknowledgement that meaningful interaction is a 
long and difficult process closely intertwined with power 
dynamics between groups and within groups.

facing the high expectations that portrayed it as the 
innovative tool that would revolutionise the indian way of 
doing politics, the actual outcome of the asf was far more 
modest. limitations notwithstanding, organisers and 
participants of the asf shared the feeling that its format 
provided opportunities to indian activists to bring back 
legitimacy, dignity and power to a renewed and forward 
looking culture of transformation. those calls rallied wide 
support in india for the wsf in mumbai and even those 
who were most critical of the asf joined the process, con-
firming that most critiques were sparked by both disap-
pointment in the face of high expectations and genuine 
desire for greater achievement in the future. this was the 
indian political and cultural context when the wsf 2004 
process started. before telling that story it is worth taking 
a step back to consider a basic set of questions on wsf ’s 
nature, goals and methodologies.
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three. cosmopolitan futures 
and slow movements

when trying to make sense of the unexpected welcome 
that world activists from virtually the four corners of the 
planet gave to the wsf, since its very first edition, some 
attributed its prompt and unanticipated success to its 
configuration as a horizontal, warm, welcoming and 
safe space with no leaders, no unique and constraining 
political manifestos or ideologies and no power dynam-
ics between the former aimed at making any of the latter 
prevail over the others. other commentators, instead, saw 
the wsf as a global social movement in fieri, a political 
actor or even a global party in embryo who would even-
tually be able to conquer the national and global institu-
tions of capitalist domination. often, commentators and 
activists projected, perhaps, hopes and expectations onto 
the wsf instead of observing closely what it was and what 
it was quickly becoming for activists around the planet 
(and not only). 

many changed their minds during the years, many 
reformulated their initial considerations, many became 
disappointed, many felt frustrated as their expectations 
were not fulfilled, many considered their energies wasted 
and moved on. almost everybody i had the chance to 
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talk too about the wsf, in a way or another, felt that this 
“new thing” was too big, multifaceted and indeed “new” 
to be quickly understood and defined using “old” (and 
stale, was often the subtext) categories of social analysis 
or activist thinking. there was also who said it was all a 
flash in the pan, that there was nothing new in the wsf 
that there never is or was anything new under the sun 
anyway. the vast range of feelings, reflections, comments 
and decisions made with respect to the wsf (join in, reject 
it and all the shades of positioning in between) whereas 
unable to pin it down to a simple explanatory formula, 
have nonetheless generated compelling debates among 
scholars and activists alike. nothing is ever entirely new 
or old, of course, and like so many such polarised debates, 
agreement eluded the contenders, but the debate itself 
constituted and still constitutes, perhaps, the best illustra-
tion of what the wsf can, wanted to and often did indeed 
achieve: to inspire dialogue and if dialogue is not always 
possible to highlight this impossibility and allow partici-
pants to reflect on the terms of the debates, on the disa-
greements, on the conflicts and on the stakes involved. in 
what follows i join in discussing some of the most inter-
esting conversations in and around the wsf. let me start 
from the beginning: what is the wsf? is is a movement or 
a space? is it an actor or an arena?

let me state at the outset that, as it soon will become 
clear, much of the culture of the wsf is predicated on 
eschewing either/or (pro)positions but inviting dialogues 
and transformations. as quoted above, for instance, in the 
founding documents of the indian wsf, activists encour-
aged each other to march separate and strike together, to 
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disagree and yet work together, to be different and yet dream 
as one of a just world. this syntactic form “both/and” recurs 
innumerable times in all wsf documents and discourses. it 
is not, as some advanced, only strategic manipulation of 
linguistic patterns void of meaningful commitments and 
instrumentally used to bring in “the masses” to be lead 
towards pre-fixed objectives by shrewd political vanguards. 
it is, in fact, beyond either/or forms of arguments that the 
wsf can be understood. the wsf is neither only a social actor 
nor just a space, it is both, at the same time.

the wsf does look, in fact, to a close scrutiny, more 
like a hybrid organisational form made of different struc-
tures articulated both in networked, horizontal, and hier-
archical ways. this organisational form articulates local, 
national, regional and transnational networks of organ-
isations and social movements with bodies such as the 
international council and the local organising commit-
tees and other ad-hoc organisational and political struc-
tures. its vision is enshrined in its charter of principles 
and although some commentators stress the lack of a 
shared common vision, the principles on which the wsf 
is built, and whose acceptance constitutes the condition 
of participation, delineate a potentially emancipatory 
cosmopolitan vision. the way to achieve such vision is a 
transformative pedagogy aiming to emancipate knowl-
edge relations from ideologically naturalised (colonial, 
imperial, chauvinist, sexist, racist) knowledge and chal-
lenge the neoliberal understanding of human nature and 
society as inevitably unequal and violent. in this chapter i 
discuss in turn the identity of the wsf, its methodologies 
of transformation and its vision.
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networks, movements and open spaces
according to the charter, the wsf is an “open meeting 
place” where “groups and movements of civil society that 
are opposed to neoliberalism and to the domination of 
the world by capital” can articulate strategic alliances. 
united against a common neoliberal enemy, trade unions, 
environmental organisations, women’s groups, human 
rights activists, peace activists, dalits, adivasi, democracy 
fighters and alternative sexuality movements join forces 
in the wsf. inclusive, pluralist, extolling the creative role of 
differences, “the wsf is an open meeting place for reflec-
tive thinking, democratic debate of ideas, formulation of 
proposals, free exchange of experiences and interlinking 
for effective action, by groups and movements of civil 
society”. 

moreover, the wsf is a “context that, in a decentral-
ized fashion, interrelates organizations and movements 
engaged in concrete action at levels from the local to the 
international” (wsf charter). some consider this formu-
lation vague and potentially contradictory – how to act 
for change without acting? – but thanks to the vague-
ness of its contours, the inclusiveness of its nature and its 
decentralised structure, the wsf has attracted a vast array 
of partners that found easy to negotiate terms and condi-
tions of their participation; partly network, partly organi-
sation and political collective, partly “open space”. 

the open space discourse has been successful in pro-
viding the wsf with the necessary initial inclusiveness 
to become the referent of a wide section of progressive 
organisations, but not all in the wsf subscribe to the space 
choice as a permanent identity and others highlight the 



66

practical disjuncture between the ideal of the open space 
and its current organisational practices. in many events 
(in brazil, italy, france, united kingdom, india, kenya, 
senegal), for instance, the decision-making power rested 
with party members or officers of large foreign-funded 
ngos. this provided hegemonic prominence to a limited 
number of activists and to their organisations. extremely 
vocal against the attempts to “institutionalise” the wsf, 
some argue that only the “open space” would ensure plu-
rality against hegemonic control by few resourceful actors. 
to those who, on the other hand, argue that structured 
movements can be horizontal, accountable, democratic 
and pluralistic others oppose that history has proven that 
movements tend to generate pyramidal structures.

networks, instead, operate at different scales from 
the local to the global, have no centralized hierarchical 
structure, no unique vision and are naturally diverse. the 
wsf responds to these qualities and to some others that 
legitimate its definition as a hybrid configuration. differ-
ent organisational models and structures are articulated 
in sophisticated ways. for instance, in india, networks 
shared communicative journeys to spread the news of wsf 
2004, coalitions constituted the core group of organisers 
who mobilised resources, ad-hoc organisational structures 
were set up in mumbai to coordinate the efforts to hold 
the event and leaders managed different organisational 
aspects. 

the foundations of the wsf are formal and infor-
mal networks of activists’ organisations and movements; 
the complex institutional framework of the wsf builds 
on those webs balancing horizontality and hierarchy. 
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horizontal in aspiration and based on the articulation 
of autonomous entities, the paradox of informal struc-
tures like the wsf has been often highlighted. the level 
of hierarchisation of autonomous networks is determined 
by the density of informal structures. in the case of the 
wsf that density is very high and the consequence is a 
murky organisational structure in search of a democratic 
identity. in this sense, a structure is emerging in the wsf 
which may potentially even have rather authoritarian 
connotations.

networks advocates highlight the fluid flux of infor-
mation through its nodes on the basis of a shared com-
municative protocol. if a communicative protocol exists 
in the global civil society, however, severe limitations in 
its inclusiveness persist and the wsf is not immune. in wsf 
2004, english was the shared linguistic protocol, but this 
generated the exclusion of those who expressed them-
selves in other indian languages reproducing in the wsf 
the divide between middle class and workers and peas-
ants (the so called india/bharat divide). cultural proto-
cols are as different and contrasting as linguistic codes. in 
india, idioms of protest and cosmologies of the oppressed 
represented an incredible variety of perspectives that not 
always engaged in transformative dialogues. the political 
culture of the wsf was also not universally shared and this 
generated often paradoxical communications based on 
the assumption of a shared common ground. 

beyond shared linguistic codes and cultural proto-
cols another challenge of networks in general and of the 
wsf in particular refers to their material infrastructure. 
networks are not made only by the communication that 
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traverses them, but by the social structure in which they 
are inscribed. inequality of resources generate inequality 
of participation in the wsf between, for instance, adivasi 
and officers of big washington based ngos, union leaders 
and village activists. material inequalities influence the 
communicative negotiation taking place in the wsf and 
entail knowledge, cultural and ideological imbalances. 

two related challenges for inclusion, paramount in 
the wsf, refer to knowledge and social emancipation. 
access imbalances should be addressed to allow demo-
cratic participation in the deliberative space of the wsf. 
as far as knowledge is concerned, networks are not 
inherently tools for freedom and can be used to impose 
political, commercial or ideological domination. any dif-
ferential knowledge inevitably amounts to exclusion. the 
same may be true for the wsf. to avoid ideological brain-
washing by manipulative leaders and to allow access to 
communicative protocols, empowerment is crucial and 
education can be a vital component of the empowerment 
process. the latter aspect, stressed by the initiators of the 
forum, highlighted the need to transform the activist 
herself in order to achieve her deepest ambitions. such 
transformation could be achieved through a critical peda-
gogy inspired by that of paulo freire. the wsf constitutes 
a potentially extraordinary pedagogic instrument, but it 
is often remarked how it has not yet fulfilled its promises 
and it has only in a limited way contributed to bridge 
knowledge gaps between activists in its open space.

the lack of shared communicative protocols and 
the structural imbalances of cultural and social capital 
are met in the wsf by freirian responsibility towards the 
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least endowed (which invites “knowledge capitalists” to 
de-learn their dominant knowledge and disengage their 
political power and use their knowledge capital to benefit 
their communities at large). however, wsf leaders do also 
have high strategic power due to their ability to trans-
mit messages between sub-networks: so much so that, 
at times, they assumed roles of gatekeepers between the 
political and administrative bodies of wsf 2004 and the 
millions of members they represented. the inevitable lim-
itations of this communicative dynamics are at the centre 
of some inspiring experiments in the wsf. those experi-
ments are grounded in the wsf epistemological struggle 
to negotiate the foundations of a shared and inclusive 
cultural and political protocol that facilitates communi-
cation and alliance building.

alongside the concept of network, the concept of 
public sphere has been used to make sense of the wsf. 
both its identity and mission could then be seen as aim-
ing at creating a global public sphere in which movements 
and activists could negotiate differences and politi-
cal imbalances. however, the concept of public sphere 
gives the impression that, within it, citizens can check 
and balance power through participation. some activists, 
though, warn against the prevalence of the strong over 
the weak through manipulation and consensus building 
in decision-making in the public sphere. political hegem-
onic strategies, in this sense, explain what argumentative 
rationality tends to obliterate. 

however, power imbalance in the wsf is often over-
looked and so are its consequences on dialogue in the 
“open space”. power dynamics within the wsf are often 
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downplayed by means of the concept of articulation 
which expresses the possibility for contingent strategic 
links among movements based on their allegedly con-
stitutive autonomy. but articulation can be emancipatory 
only among autonomous actors. such autonomy, linked 
to processes of actvists’ individuation and emancipation, 
cannot be merely assumed but needs to be practised in 
the wsf. that not being the case, the potentially inclusive 
and transformative open space might become a tool of 
hegemonic politics rather than an inclusive sphere for 
the recognition and emancipation of different values and 
visions of the future. 

issues of access, autonomy and cultural protocols 
limit the participation in the wsf. however, processes to 
negotiate shared languages, cultural codes and political 
ideologies are consistently at play in the wsf. like neo-
liberalism after all, the cosmopolitan vision of the wsf 
is fragmented and ever changing, its processes are both 
dialogic and political and their boundaries are set by con-
flicts, contested and traversed by cleavages, fractures and 
power struggles.

illustrations of these rather abstract considerations 
will be given later on with reference to the indian wsf. 
through that case i show how claiming empowerment, 
autonomy and freedom does go only that far in achiev-
ing those goals. moreover, believing that stating equals 
achieving hides the length of the journey yet to travel. 
sudden realisation has been often disheartening for activ-
ists discovering that gender imbalances, racial oppression, 
homophobia, unaware classist behaviour and entrenched 
caste beliefs are deeply rooted also in activists struggling 
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to free the world from those plagues. indeed, the next 
pages will remind us that realisation of oppression is only 
half the journey, the hardest part perhaps, but not the 
whole journey.

methodologies of transformation

the consolidation of the anti-neoliberal movement is 
constructed on conflicting methodologies: some claim 
that a strong leadership is necessary to direct the process 
and prevent it from losing direction and steam; others 
that self-organisation best expresses wsf ’s creative energy 
and at the same time allows for the full valorisation of 
each individual’s unique contribution. between these two 
are a range of positions arguing (and acting) in favour 
of shared values and priorities. the conflicts between the 
advocates of these diverse views are often expressed in 
decision-making formulas, strategies and organisational 
structures, as i detail later, which stress more or less proc-
ess- or goal-oriented dynamics. the tension between dif-
ferent approaches to activism and organisation is perhaps 
the most inspiring in tin wsf 2005, a group of intellec-
tuals and activists publicised a political manifesto in ten 
points to be signed and put into practice by the rank-
and-file of the wsf: the initiative was criticised and even 
ridiculed by many but this experience did not impede 
that the following year, in bamako, a similar appeal was 
drafted with the same exclusive methodology. according 
to some the deliberative and the hegemonic positions are 
necessarily at odds. i, however, have repeatedly observed 
that these positions are negotiated with energy and the 
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result is suggestive of outcomes that surpass the opposi-
tion itself towards new models of political ideology and 
organisation beyond either deliberation or struggle. such 
attempts at mediation challenge the opposition itself and 
transcend it. this challenge is more than a mere compro-
mise between opposed factions, it is a genuine attempt at 
dialogue, one that does not assume interests and desires 
with which each participant joins the conversation. par-
ticipants instead develop their thoughts, their wishes, 
their understandings and their beliefs in the very interac-
tion with others. 

i could observe such processes in india in the 
attempts to share debating spaces and action agendas by 
actors with no previous experience of collaboration (such 
as single issues movement and traditional left organisa-
tions). inspiring creative dynamics take place as a result 
of the catalysing process initiated by the wsf. the anti-
war movement that convened in india after the wsf, for 
instance, gathered ngos and political parties, trade unions 
and single issue movement and constituted an example of 
the possibility to act together. the current global conver-
gences on issues of climate change further confirm this. 
what the outcome of these convergences might be is hard 
to say, however it is possible to advance some, although 
cautious, conjectures on the aspirations of the wsf move-
ments. things become even more complex when the 
recent bursts onto the public scene of movements like the 
arab spring, the occupy movement and the indignados are 
taken into account. 

the practices explored by movements within the 
wsf could contribute to design negotiated visions and 
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knowledges to guide daily practices of sociability among 
global citizens. these negotiated practices explore eman-
cipatory projects and envisage lifestyles beyond neo-
liberalism and, indeed, capitalism. wsf ’s pedagogical 
potentialities are best expressed through a flexible and 
adaptive political project based on a multi-logic vision 
for another world. the radical pedagogy that informs the 
wsf is the corner stone on which its innovative episte-
mological struggle is built. this approach is clearly shared 
with the other movements of the last years which further 
develop and practice some of the inspirations articulated 
in the wsf. 

activist methodologies in the wsf are expressions of 
the diversity that it reflects, but the unifying methodol-
ogy is non-violence. it is around non-violence that the 
different elements of the wsf converge to oppose the neo-
liberal logic of violence and war. outcome of the cross-
fertilisation of catholic theology of liberation, gandhian 
non-violence and buddhist doctrine that inspired civil 
liberties and peace movements in the united states and 
europe in the 60s and 70s, non-violence represents the 
highest elaboration of social change through individual 
transformation coalescing into political action. non-vio-
lence powerfully challenges the very ethical and moral 
foundations of those political systems based on the (inev-
itability of the) oppression of the weak by the strong. in 
the wsf, radical change is considered a longer process than 
a political revolution. the strategy to achieve the change 
advocated is both material and epistemological, chal-
lenges the material bases of oppression and exploitation 
and the discourses that attempt to legitimise inequality.
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a feature of this approach to social change is its 
apparent slowness. this approach does not seek to address 
the symptoms but the causes of inequality and injustice, 
not the institutions of neoliberalism, but the assumptions 
on human nature and existence on which neoliberalism is 
built and its consequences on human existence. in order 
to fully develop the tools to pursue its cultural politics, 
the wsf understands its daily political practice as a peda-
gogic process of recursive learning in which all actors of 
the forum value and share each other’s knowledges in a 
process of collective learning. this unique feature consti-
tutes the precondition for the epistemological struggle of 
the wsf.

but this approach to struggle and change is contested 
within the wsf by those who advocate a direct confronta-
tion with the institutions of neoliberalism and the taking 
over of state power. those critics are concerned about the 
wsf acting as a “talking shop” inept to provide alterna-
tives to global capitalism on ideological, organisational, 
and political accounts. responses to those criticisms stress 
that a revolution in militant understanding of politics and 
social change is being produced within the wsf. in this 
sense, self-education would define the wsf in a positive 
interaction with its aspirations rather than in opposition 
to an adversary.

the epistemology of neoliberalism is based on an 
intentional process of production of the non-existence 
of alternatives and the naturalisation of its ideological 
foundations (as in the case of the “natural” laws of free 
market). the alternative knowledge practices articulated 
by wsf ’s activists investigate the potentialities inscribed in 
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society and ignored by the hegemonic power. the refusal 
of neoliberal epistemology by the wsf is transformed into 
the construction of a cosmopolitan environment where 
social change is a conscious and continuous learning 
process. this process is based on communication which 
creates a shared language through recursive interactions 
of cognitive systems and actions. the social transforma-
tion envisioned by the wsf would be inspired by a con-
tinuous learning process engaging the knowledge of all 
involved in multiple and recursive syntheses.

building a shared language through the negotiation 
of emotional, symbolic and action codes is the wsf ’s con-
tribution to the consolidation of an aware cosmopolitan-
ism to oppose to the shallow market cosmopolitanism 
imposed by neoliberal globalisation. the stress on this 
process of consolidation was high in the wsf india. the 
following document, produced by the international sec-
retariat of the wsf, based in sao paulo, brazil was used to 
formulate part of the campaign material for wsf 2004. 
this document represents a sophisticated attempt to com-
municate the newness and originality of the wsf process 
in building this “international coalition” of the “emerging 
planetary civil society”:

to imagine that another world is possible is a creative act to 
make it possible. the wsf releases contradictions and makes 
them operate, catalyzing, liberating creative energies. (....) 
the wsf intends to be a space to facilitate pulling together 
and strengthening an international coalition of the most 
diverse social movements and organizations, adhering to 
the principle of respect for differences, autonomy of ideas, 
and forms of struggle. the forum does not aim at being the 
sole space for convergence of the struggle against neoliberal 
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globalization. (...) the strength of the social forum resides in its 
novelty. it’s an initiative of the emerging planetary civil society. 
(...) it’s a movement of ideas that feeds on human diversity and 
possibilities, opposing the “single way of thinking”.(...) the wsf 
is a living laboratory for world citizenship (italics in the 
original).

the negotiation of differences within the wsf is a 
process that involves both symbolic and material prac-
tices; it is motivated by the necessity to complement a 
perceived incompleteness felt by the actors involved; 
it happens in all social contexts but it expresses its full 
potentiality within intentional frameworks which, in turn, 
it helps create with its action. this negotiation is political 
and entails power dynamics and confrontations at times 
sharp as in wsf 2004 where conflicts exposed power and 
made it come out of its neoliberal hideouts where it con-
ceals itself behind the rationality of administrative and 
organisational procedures as i describe in chapter six in 
great detail. 

the presence of deeply embedded forms of hidden 
power within the wsf shows the complexity and the chal-
lenges faced global activists. tensions often rise in the 
wsf and its organisational structure is not always able to 
deal with them and with their political and pre-political 
aspects (structural, symbolic and affective). put it differ-
ently, inter-cultural relations in the wsf can create conver-
gences of discourses and these convergences are mediated 
by linguistic, cultural and political dynamics. the interplay 
between communicative practices and conflict transfor-
mation which could help expose structural and political 
imbalances at times conceal themselves behind the “open 
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space” discourse and it could make it perform as a hideout 
of neoliberal power through managerial (technocratic) 
approaches to organisation and conflict and non-trans-
formative hegemonic (political) processes. all of this has 
been documented in several instances of the wsf process 
and in its events (global, regional, national and even local) 
and i will discuss later in great detail the way in which 
this took place in the indian forum. but let me give a brief 
example. 

illustration of these dynamics was, for instance, the 
translation system in mumbai. it should have allowed 
participants from more than 100 countries to participate 
in the activities of the forum. technical failures, personal 
and political acrimonies produced grave deterioration of 
human relations and considerable waste of human and 
financial resources and prevented participants’ inclusion. 
from the practical point of view the translation system 
in wsf 2004 was a failure. moreover, at the human level, 
the frustration of the volunteer translators reached levels 
that should have concerned the organizers of the wsf, and 
generated bitter exchanges of accusations that made the 
wsf working space less than hospitable for many directly 
and indirectly involved with the translation system.

the translation system used in mumbai was both 
experimental and ambitious: the nomad project, based on 
free software and hardware specifically developed by the 
members of the group apo33, to implement a complex 
integrated translation system that promised to be both 
efficient and economic. this system would support babels, 
the activists’ organisation that provided translators to the 
forum. the reasons of the failure can be summarised in a 
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paradox: the translation process between translators and 
organisers did not work. it was not, of course, a linguistic 
problem, it was not even only an organisational issue or 
a set of technical problems. translators accused organisers 
of denying them the necessary infrastructure to perform 
their tasks, organisers accused translators of ineptitude 
in an escalation of recursive lack of human sensibility 
towards each other’s predicaments and a total oblivion 
of cultural and political difference. the escalation of the 
conflict prevented an honest negotiation of the contrast-
ing approaches to the tasks at hand. if the translators 
in frustration resorted to extreme acts of disobedience 
(once they threw furniture out of the office window to 
protest against the bad quality of material support they 
were provided with), the organisers accused the trans-
lators of being “resentful because they were not given a 
stipend whereas all the people who worked at the tech-
nical aspects of the translation system were paid” as one 
of the organisers claimed during the evaluation meeting 
of the indian event held in mumbai in february 2004. in 
this statement the cultural and political problems seem to 
disappear behind an economic one. but the conflict may 
have had deeper reasons.

an early misunderstanding was generated in the 
encounter between translators and organizers around 
the status of babels/nomad: too often considered by the 
organizers as service providers, the translators thought of 
their role as political and fully integrated in the organiza-
tional process, whereas the organisers were rather protec-
tive of their independence and shunted interference as 
constructed on ignorance of the indian environment. the 



79

certainty of a low performance due to technical short-
comings, the frustration arising from the impossibility 
to address the problems due to irreconcilable differences, 
and lack of time and resources, caused the configuration 
of a confrontation that often bordered with intolerance 
and racism and ended up degenerating beyond repair. this 
case shows how the underestimation of political, cultural 
and personal components of communication in favour of 
technical and managerial approaches could cause frac-
tures rather than transformative negotiations. the com-
plexities related to the translation system did not help 
to set more productive working relations in the follow-
ing wsf as many would have hoped and expected. similar 
frustration was reported, if in less dramatic terms, by the 
babels volunteers after each global forum including the 
latest in dakar showing how learning processes tend to be 
slow (it is their nature) and how human frustration and 
incomprehension mixed with understandable impatience 
to see things “working properly” generate conflicts even 
among allies. 

wsf ’s cosmopolitan vision

the transformative processes taking place in the wsf aim 
at building a shared political terrain. to gather momen-
tum against the agents of neoliberalism, the wsf frames 
a vision that highlights shared objectives but does not 
obliterate individual and collective differences and spe-
cificities making of them, instead, its foundations. on the 
other hand, neoliberal ideology is premised on radical 
individualism. in this sense, individuals are free by nature 
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and only constrained by the limitations they voluntar-
ily accept; individuals are rational actors and perform 
best in regimes of multiple choices such as free markets; 
multiple choices in free markets induce competition, 
the necessary amoral good which in turn (via invisible 
hand) delivers the most cherished outcome: efficiency 
and improved quality of goods and services. for the wsf, 
instead, the spread of neoliberalism is linked to margin-
alisation and exclusion of the largest section of the world 
population. social and epistemological exclusion are tied 
to one another in a regime where technical, scientific and 
rational expertise define the rules of social and cultural 
interaction: inevitably the bearers of a different set of 
understandings about the world find themselves unable 
to interact meaningfully in the “global market” therefore 
sliding down the social ladder. 

wsf ’s activists aim at highlighting the connections 
between the macro- (globalisation and social change) 
with the micro-level (individual injustice and personal 
transformation) and to create a set of guidelines for 
change which offer themselves as alternative to the basic 
liberal relationship between private vice (selfishness, even 
greed) and public virtue (common wealth) via divine 
miracle (invisible hand). whereas this vision, central to 
political activism in brazil, is widely shared across the 
globe, however the wsf charter was seen in india as the 
product of a very specific cultural and political milieu and 
therefore needed some adaptation to the indian context. 
the indian working committee (iwc) drafted a document 
by the title “world social forum india: policy guidelines” 
which included the main concerns of indian activists, 
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communalism and casteism, along neoliberal globalisa-
tion and war. 

based on the values expressed in the charter, what 
would “another world” look like? a coherent vision, 
according to wsf activists, can only be defined as a result 
of a long process of negotiation among its participants 
rather than by choosing one group’s agenda over the oth-
ers. in the meantime the collection of actions organised 
by the movements gathering in the wsf could constitute 
a thorough outline of wsf ’s transformative agenda and an 
effective tool to fight neoliberalism without reproducing 
its logic of oppression and domination.

the vision for a better world advocated by the wsf 
could be considered as a complex field of different goals 
and strategies linked to each other like the movements 
that advocate them: the network of those goals consti-
tutes a galaxy of inspirations that too simplistically have 
been described in terms of dual oppositions or cleavages 
of the reform v. revolution, individual transformation v. 
social change kind. it is in the tension between complex-
ity and polarisation that an important cultural political 
conflict is mediated within the wsf. in fact, the polarisa-
tion of the discourses in the wsf is often generated by 
hegemonic politics and conflicts among opposite views 
can be understood as part of a political struggle to foster 
particular interests.

wsf ’s cosmopolitanism is therefore outcome of the 
elaboration and articulation of “global imaginations” in 
constant dialectical relationships with each other at all 
levels from the local to the global. however, some broadly 
shared objectives are derived by the values of solidarity 
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discussed above. along with justice and freedom, equal-
ity, recognition and respect of differences, autonomous 
planetary citizenship and democratic participation are 
the values enshrined in the wsf charter. if broadly shared 
though, these objectives are also contested.

how do these considerations on the vision of the 
wsf apply in the case of india and what were the differ-
ences among indians and between them and their global 
partners? an asf 2003 event note mentioned that “par-
ticipants are opposed to imperialist globalisation as well 
as religious sectarian violence, and have a commitment 
to democratic values, plurality and peace”; another docu-
ment stated that the participants of the wsf “are working 
to identify and demonstrate that the path to sustainable 
development and social and economic justice does not 
lie in neoliberal globalisation but in alternative models 
for people-centred and self-reliant progress”. a handbill 
circulated from july 2003 further defined the political and 
institutional framework of wsf 2004:

the alternatives proposed at the wsf are strategies of defi-
ance against the model of globalisation orchestrated by the 
large multinational corporations and by the national gov-
ernments and imf, the world bank and the wto that are the 
foot soldiers of these corporations. so an instrumentalist 
rather than a relative autonomy view. the wsf processes will 
respect universal human rights, and those of all citizens-
men and women-of all nations. they will respect the envi-
ronment and will rest on democratic international systems 
and institutions at the service of social justice, equality and 
the economic and political sovereignty of peoples.

the wsf will aim for a “democratic international 
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system and institutions”. its vision is cosmopolitan and 
its activists could facilitate the creation of political tools 
to enhance communication, interaction, intelligibility, 
recognition, conflict mediation, to redress injustice and 
inequality at the global level and towards planetary con-
viviality. its vision is a response to the need to explore 
visionary arrangements for the current global age beyond 
benevolent recognition of the other by those bearing 
more power or humanitarian pleas for inclusion of the 
“needy ones”. 

wsf ’s cosmopolitan vision proposes, against any 
aprioristim, a critical and dialogic process positioned 
between the radical oppositions of universalism and plu-
ralism. indeed, for universalists difference is a problem 
and for pluralists cultures are as both static and bounded 
and individuals are trapped in communities on the basis 
of their descent. the wsf, instead, extols difference as a 
tool for engaging constantly changing cultural and social 
problems rather than a fortress from within which to 
resist the assaults of globalisation to authenticity. the 
wsf could, therefore, be a space for the construction of 
a truly open globality by contributing to the constitu-
tion of collective subjects while in the process of political 
action rather than prior to that process. consequently its 
political practices and actions are about forming global 
solidarities not about steering them. indeed, belonging to 
the same culture, religion and ethnicity is a source of soli-
darity but not the only one. social networks and shared 
practices of struggle are also sources of intentional soli-
darity. transnational activist networks like the wsf are are-
nas of choice in which solidarity is built through political 
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discourse and practice rather than reproducing inherited 
status and power relations or being by-product of indus-
trial production or market interaction. engagement in the 
wsf is based on cultural political negotiations and these 
challenge both pressures to conform to communities 
of birth but also the technocratic insistence, the expert 
knowledge, about interests and rationality as sole motives 
of social actions.

the alter-globalisation movement, after the seattle 
uprising, attempted to formulate a collective will that 
contains in itself a multitude of identities. the wsf is a 
constellation of networks organised around shared val-
ues and solidarities. these foundational grounds have 
produced an institutional structure that aims at facili-
tating the construction of a global solidarity through a 
laborious political process of conflict and mediation. the 
instruments mobilised by the wsf towards the construc-
tion of such alliance against neoliberalism are based on 
self-education, radical pedagogy and a sophisticated epis-
temological struggle. the cosmopolitan vision of the wsf, 
expressed in its charter and developed in its open spaces, 
challenges the process of naturalisation of neoliberalism 
and extols cooperation against competition, community 
values against radical individualism, human relationships 
over consumerism and solidarity over the survival of the 
fittest aiming at building a convivial and peaceful world. 
in the wsf values, strategies, practices, knowledge and 
methodologies of transformation all take place within, 
and are facilitated by interactions in, the open space. it is 
to the open space that i turn my attention in the follow-
ing chapter.
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four. the ‘open space’

wsf ’s main aim is to provide world activists with a safe 
space where to articulate a global alliance against neolib-
eralism and imagine a world based on solidarity among 
individuals, communities and the environment. in order 
to achieve these goals wsf ’s activists developed what they 
refer to as an open space. described as its main politi-
cal and cultural innovation, it is an analytical concept, a 
normative aspiration and a mobilising tool. although it 
develops some of the implications of wsf ’s cosmopolitan 
vision, the open space presents several challenges to activ-
ists. this is due both to its newness and to its flexibility 
which seem to allow for an anything-goes culture and 
practice of politics which, in turn, makes many activists 
uncertain about its transformative potentialities. 

both analytical and normative dimensions should be 
considered when discussing the open space to avoid both 
widely unjustified expectations on the nature of the wsf 
and their corollary, disappointment and frustration. the 
open space aspires to be an environment in which the 
struggle against neoliberalism takes place under the facil-
itation of a transformative leadership methodologically 
oriented by the wsf emancipatory pedagogy. the open 
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space is not entirely a wsf invention, it was indeed at the 
heart of the mobilisation for the seattle demonstrations, 
of people global action’s convergences and, before that, 
of decades of brazilian activism against dictatorship and 
further back still of the 19th century workingmen’s associ-
ations. however, its processual logics have been more cen-
tral to the wsf than to any previous transnational activist 
network. the following pages dwell on nature, potenti-
alities and challenges of wsf ’s open space development. i 
do so by illustrating the ambivalent relation that activists 
have towards the open space as a tool for daily political 
practice. on the other hand i discuss some of its concep-
tual complexities highlighted by activists and commenta-
tors. i start recounting the culture shock caused by the 
open space journey from latin america to the indian sub-
continent as it gave the opportunity to engage it in light 
of its encounter with a political space profoundly “other”. 

the open space in india

the open space is at the same time the most inspiring and 
elusive concept introduced by the wsf. its passage to india 
involved intense negotiations to establish a shared under-
standing of its nature, political relevance and use. the 
interaction within the new context gave the open space 
the critical edge that many thought necessary to make 
of it a more widely usable tool than it originally was. in 
brazilian activist milieu it seemed to have almost com-
monsensical characteristics; it was the environment in 
which the articulation of different actors of the national 
civil society negotiated their role in the alliance against 
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dictatorship. the wsf seemed the natural extension of that 
process to a broader, transnational, dimension. 

in india, the fragmentation of civil society made 
the concept of open space impervious albeit inspiring. 
the need to reassess the stages that lead to the elabora-
tion of the open space in brazil and its features allowed a 
thorough analysis of the concept and its implication for 
practice. in other words, what had been practised with 
a large degree of embodied unconsciousness in the first 
three editions of the wsf, needed in india a deeply inten-
tional process of reflection. the process engaged some of 
the least discussed features of the open space and its limi-
tations (related to its cultural history and its unique con-
nection with the brazilian and european political milieus) 
while at the same time confirming its potentialities as a 
mobilising tool with a global reach. this process contrib-
uted to a recursive process of local/global interactions, 
indispensable to fulfil the aspiration of a global alliance, 
and developed a set of tools that comfortably translated 
across political cultures. the open space was received, 
unpacked, reformulated and appropriated by wsf 2004. it 
was the beginning of the globalization of the open space 
and of wsf ’s culture of politics. its continuing develop-
ment since, in kenya, senegal, latin america, in south 
asia during the dhaka south asia social forum and in the 
united states in two successful national forums, has con-
firmed its conceptual flexibility and its strength as a tool 
for transnational alliance building. but let’s return to the 
first steps in the globalisation of the open space.

the open space was a discursive representation of a 
political space with which not many indian activists were 



88

familiar. it took them some time to appropriate the new 
tool “since the nature of this ‘space’ is different from what 
most of us are used to organising and building – such as 
conferences, conventions and platforms, where we try to 
come together and speak in one voice” as the founding 
document of wsf 2004 spelled out (the so-called bhopal 
document from the name of the central indian city where 
it was approved by a national consultation of indian activ-
ists). in an attempt to facilitate the indian debate, the 
international secretariat drafted, in 2003, an introductory 
document aiming to communicate newness and original-
ity of the wsf while highlighting cultural and political 
differences between brazil and india.

diversity, not size, is its fundamental political mark. (....). 
above all it intends to develop a social outlook for every-
thing. (...) the term “social” in the forum’s name is more 
than an adjective, it is a world vision. (...) [the wsf ] does 
not have the objective of defining a hegemonic political 
orientation, nor to create levels of political power to lead 
them. (...) in the wsf, disagreement is a virtue, not a problem.
(...) we are also a multiplicity of forms of thinking: through the 
emotion of drama, singing, music, dancing, image, celebration, 
or through the rationality of arguments, conferences, essays, 
roundtables and panels, seminars, and workshops (...). the wsf 
(...) is a kind of university for world citizenship. (...) along 
with thinking, we develop feeling and emotion. (...) the wsf 
is a space to address and enhance dreams, ideas, experiences, and 
movements. (...) no one has had any experience in meeting 
and sharing with such a range of diverse collective subjects 
(...). we are still developing the necessary pedagogy (...). 
the changes it provokes may have immediate practical effect or, 
more likely, will impact the way of perceiving and assessing 
possibilities and constraints of humankind’s action in its diverse 
situations relations, structures, cultures, and historical processes.
(...) wsf impact and expansion depend, to a large extent, on 
how our way of reflecting on the world impacts the large 
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media (...). the charter of principles is a key piece in wsf politi-
cal engineering. the ethical values uniting us and the extent of 
our diversity are defined in it. in our charter of principles, con-
sciousness of humanity and shared planetary common good are 
paramount, as well as the search for sustainable development 
based on participation, freedom, and human dignity (italics in 
the original).

this is an example of the brazilian political language 
as it was distilled in decades of articulated activism. this 
is a political message that aims at including with an ecu-
menical language that talks dream and rational thought, 
imperialism and world citizenship, emotion and political 
engineering in the same paragraph, in an attempt to show 
how difference is indeed the core of its nature. it is inspir-
ing and rousing language, it is normative and it is aware 
of itself and of the need for pragmatic drives to fulfil any 
political dream. an important limitation of this discourse 
is that it does not seem to immediately acknowledge 
power imbalances among the carriers of alternative and 
progressive world views. 

the limitations of the open space in unveiling and 
challenging the power relations at play within itself is 
widely discussed among activists as far as issues of gen-
der, race and sexualities are concerned, the same it is true 
about social and cultural differences and the conflicts they 
at times generate. some of the conflicts marring global 
society “as a whole” are fully at play even within the sup-
posedly safe and open spaces of political activism. such 
realisation, in all its obviousness, and the desire to expose 
the workings of power and to fight them, has generated in 
many activists a certain ambivalence about the wsf open 
space. some felt, for instance, that such obliteration of the 
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power dynamics at play within it diluted the importance 
of the political in the process of designing a compelling 
vision for a better world. this would, in turn, reduce both 
the analytical insight of activists into the nature of global 
society, its nature and its inequalities, and the pragmatic 
development of inclusive coalitions and sophisticated 
tools for change. what did indian activists made of the 
open space?

the first document produced by wsf india was the 
bhopal declaration. this document accomplished sev-
eral tasks: it introduced the wsf to indian activists, it 
established the conditions for the engagement of indian 
activists in the global movement, it considered the 
need for such an event in india and, finally, it reflected 
on the indian political conjuncture and on the possible 
gains deriving from holding a wsf in india. wsf ’s aim is 
described thus in that document: “the creation of a space 
for everyone to come together with a respect for that 
space”. the coming together of activists within that space 
does not force them to agree on anything else than the 
protocol of participation in that space: the wsf will not 
have a “common political manifesto on which all those 
who participate have to agree”.

during the months of development and consolida-
tion of the wsf in india, while the concept of an open 
space of convergence was often perceived as vague, syn-
onyms and metaphors were used to translate the open 
space in the idiom of indian political activism: arena, 
convention, platform of public opinion, new vanguard 
(sic!), un-structured and non-hierarchical alliance, not an 
organization, not a united front platform. the following 
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quote is part of an unpublished document by the title wsf: 
a contested space. 

the openness of the forum is such due to its not being 
circumscribed by a specific ideological position, other 
than what is laid down in the charter. (...) the wsf takes 
no responsibility to homogenise these positions and push 
for a common position. but the very opportunity the space 
provides, may (and does), lead to common positions being 
forged between different groups (...). it is a space that is 
contentious – by definition. because the wsf is an open 
space there are such a large number of diverse opinions 
that contend with each other. (...) if the wsf were an organ-
isation, such diversity of positions would make it dysfunc-
tional. (...) this is precisely why the wsf should not be an 
organisation. the very large and increasing participation 
(...) has been possible because of the diversity that the wsf 
allows. this does not mean that organisations with clear 
positions and ideologies are not required.

the bhopal document shows awareness that the open 
space risks to look fragmented and consequently unreli-
able and ultimately a waste of time and resources. within 
that space all possible shades of strategic understanding 
of the main struggle are welcomed: “those who propose 
dialogue, and others who believe only in confrontation” 
(bhopal declaration). wsf 2004 would be a great oppor-
tunity to “initiate a process of dialogue between different 
tendencies, to build up processes of exposure and mutual 
education, a process that can only enrich and strengthen 
us all” as, again, in the bhopal declaration. dialogue, self-
education, and intentional alliances among participants 
are key features of the open space. although the docu-
ment suggests that the wsf could catalyse the creation 
of a broad platform for direct political engagement it 
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makes clear that this is not its specific objective. in this 
ambiguity, it is believed, stands the true strength of the 
wsf discourse: no one will be forced to accept ideological 
imperatives beyond those they are prepared to negotiate 
but at the same time those who wish to engage in alli-
ance building can find potential partners prepared to join 
their struggles. paraphrasing, with some irony, the neolib-
eral lingo, many activists would describe this as the only 
imaginable illustration of a win-win situation. 

the run up to asf 2003 and later wsf 2004 was char-
acterised by an intense production of campaign and polit-
ical documents discussing the nature of the wsf. those 
documents addressed the political relevance and radical-
ism of this new framework and aimed at mobilising peo-
ple to join “the process of conceiving and constructing 
alternatives to globalisation in asia” as written in a cam-
paign brochure circulated in the autumn 2002. in the call 
to join the maharashtra social forum, the wsf is described 
in the following terms: 

the wsf is an amalgamation of social movements, volun-
tary organizations, trade unions, individuals and groups at 
a global level. (...) in maharashtra through the wsf there 
is an ardent need to mobilize a people's movement based 
on the ideologies of shahu, phule, ambedkar, marx, gandhi 
and lohia.

while discussing the open space and the nature of 
the wsf, the indian organisers felt that their contribution 
to the wsf process could be more than simply preparing 
the field for the open space to enter india in its brazil-
ian form. a more creative attitude was taken as witnessed 
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by the following passage from a document by the title 
“building another world the wsf india process: a note for 
discussion”, prepared after the national convention in 
bhopal in the spring of 2002 and quoted in an impressive 
number of campaign documents in the following months: 

in india many groups had expressed the need to innovate 
on the present structure of the wsf process, while retaining 
its essence. it was agreed that the events in india, draw-
ing upon experiences in the country regarding large mass 
campaigns, would not limit itself to a large event. rather 
the event itself would be seen as the culmination of a proc-
ess that would reach out and involve large numbers from 
diverse sections. the way the wsf in india was conceived was 
that the process of organising events and activities across 
the country was seen to be as important as the event itself. 
(...) these processes, in the spirit of the wsf, would be open, 
inclusive and flexible and designed to build capabilities of 
local groups and movements and also seeking to leverage 
on the individual strengths of such groups and movements. 
(...). it was also decided that given the nature of the reli-
gious sectarian attacks and the caste oppression, wsf india 
would be open only to those who affirm an inclusionary 
vision and not sectarian and casteist agenda.

the open space facilitates critical pedagogical proc-
esses, differences are its main assets and fragmentation 
expresses plurality and creativity. however, autonomy and 
freedom within the open space need co-ordination. such 
co-ordination should not, however, be prescriptive or 
directive, but designed to share capabilities of groups and 
movements and leverage on their individual strengths. it 
was also recognised that the open space was not, in fact, 
open in absolute terms but it did have boundaries.

the open space analytical fuzziness created further 
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complexities. at the india organising committee meeting 
in may, one of the suggestions given by the assembly to 
the coordinators of the mobilisation group was to “take 
into account (...) the lack of political rigour” of that con-
cept, as noted in the minutes of the meeting. few months 
later, in a presentation for the press in mumbai in early 
september the expression “open space” was used with ref-
erence to the programme of the wsf: “a variety of open 
spaces form the backbone of the programme reflecting 
the free and democratic spirit of the wsf ”. here the con-
cept of open space is used in its metaphoric way for what 
concerns its relation to the programme of the event, but 
it is also used in its literal sense with reference to open 
spaces at the venue which would give the opportunity to 
participants to create “various performances, exhibitions, 
music, poetry reading, discussions, galleries, gardens, 
food-courts, etc.”. 

the enthusiasm of the organisers about the new con-
cept met at times with its dark side, its perceived lack of 
coherence and its apparent disposition to be bent to all 
sorts of instrumental uses. during the autumn an email by 
an activist, critical about the open space, was widely circu-
lated as tangible proof, according to some, that the open 
space was not a useful organisational and political tool. at 
the core of the criticism was that “this business of ‘open 
space and everyone working’ means no one is responsi-
ble or contactable for any specific needs.” accountability, 
transparency and responsibility seem to be lacking in the 
wsf. incidentally, these are the very concerns discussed as 
far as the whole international council structure, its com-
missions and its liaison group, are concerned. since the 
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ic meeting in monastir, tunisia, held in july 2012, these 
considerations are at the centre of the process of review of 
the wsf facilitating structures to which i am contributing. 

as i could often witness in india (as well as every-
where else in the wsf ), the expressions “it is the process” 
and “such is the nature of the open space” were often used 
to shift attention awy from sensitive issues, but they also 
highlight an activsts’ crucial dilemma: how is it possible 
to tell freedom from lack of accountability? for instance, 
how is it possible to prevent reshuffling of appointed 
working groups, changes to agreements made in pub-
lic meetings, or failure to deliver after commitment had 
been assured? answers would often stress that no one in 
the open space has the authority to force anyone to do 
anything. full stop. many find this frustrating and indeed 
profoundly undemocratic.

the message reported above denounced a feature of 
the open space that had not escaped many critics: the 
open space is open to interpretations and autonomous 
action by single actors within the organisational process. 
this induces arbitrariness and reinforces political imbal-
ances in favour of those better trained at using specific 
discursive tools for their interests. in india, large ngos and 
organisations linked to communist parties were often 
accused of being able to play the open space discourse 
to their own advantage. all those relegated to marginal 
roles did not fail to expose the ills of the organisational 
“process”. preferential communication, for instance, that 
excluded those outside consolidated spheres of politi-
cal activism, was justified on the basis of the openness 
of the platform and autonomy of the actors within it 
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who should not feel constrained by regulations to their 
freedom of communication with whomever they wished 
to. in other words, this meant that no one could limit 
in any way the actions of others, even when they lacked 
transparency, accountability and democracy. emancipa-
tory in principle, the values of freedom and autonomy 
could be caricaturised into instruments of marginalisa-
tion and oppression within the wsf open space. no mean 
charges, these, against a tool advocated by progressive 
activists aspiring to change the conditions of oppres-
sions of global socithe complex nature of the open space 
generated at times less than virtuous circles of consoli-
dation (of instrumental alliances) and marginalisation 
(of less expert players) generating frustration in activists 
who highlighted such selective attitudes to openness and 
inclusiveness. the disappointment with the wsf and with 
the open space generated harsh criticisms as the date of 
the mumbai event approached. some suggested that wsf ’s 
activists attempted to obviate to their lack of political 
awareness with suggestive projections onto some kind of 
mythical open space which in turn obliterated the machi-
nations of the most expert political manipulators among 
the activists. an interesting formulation of such unforgiv-
ing criticisms is the following by an australian activist. 

i, and many of my friends and colleagues, have great res-
ervations of where exactly the indian wsf organisers are 
at and if it worth supporting/participating in the wsf in 
mumbai. when the process started of getting wsf 2004 
together, all attempts to find out when and where the 
meetings were held were ignored and unanswered (...). 
while in mumbai a few months ago, we tried to make an 
appointment with people in the organising committee and 
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were put off by various excuses. any attempts made by us to 
be involved in the process of organizing this event (...) were 
blocked. (...) it appears that the indian committee is acting 
as an iron-fist politburo. (…) an important issue to bring to 
people’s attention is the hierarchy and lack of democratic 
process that existed within the forum. wealthier ngo’s got 
the greater platforms; the poor people’s movements were 
marginalized. the volume of your voice depended entirely 
on the amount of rupees you had to offer. 

these wording was not unique and i quoted here at 
length both because it identifies a wider discontent and 
because this text was discussed among the indian organ-
isers as exemplifying the shortcomings of their process 
and highlighting the need to attempt to address them. 
let me tell another story that hit the core of many politi-
cal and social sensibilities in india. the following incident 
involved a dalit leader and some of the coordinators of 
the working groups on the event’s programme (pg) and 
venue and logistics (v&l). this conflict illustrates further 
the political aspect of the interactions in the open space. 
this debate took place in a fairly closed communication 
space restricted mostly to members of the indian organ-
ising committee (ioc) but was later widely circulated to 
denounce perceived exclusive behaviours taking place 
among indian organisers (and to reflect, perhaps more 
importantly, on how closed communication spaces can be 
perceived as spaces of oppression by marginalised activ-
ists). on the 21st july 2003, the dalit activist wrote to the 
pg lamenting that some ioc members were deliberately 
being excluded by the communication on the programme:

programme committee did not propose, it decided four 
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additional sectoral conferences. (…) programme has cap-
tured all the four conference[s] (…). the reason advanced 
that additional conferences would be overlapping and 
disrupt the panel discussion is highly objectionable. wsf 
is an open space, no one organises programme, panels, or 
activities to disrupt the activities of others. (...) the sec-
ond decision (...) is also very insulting, not only for those 
who are actively involved in wsf, but the whole concept 
of open space and transparency. following is the decision: 
“it was decided that just the broadest possible themes be 
presented to the ic [the wsf ’s international council], along 
with some information about the impact, struggles etc. 
this is because too many details would lead to confusion”. 
(...) the reason advanced in the minute smacks the secrecy 
and conspiracy. (…) you should be advocating the open-
ness and transparency, not involving in hide and seek game 
that you have carried out in mumbai. i am forwarding your 
mail to ic members so that they know the larger conspiracy 
by a bunch of facilitators to derail the whole concept of 
wsf india process (...). i see no reason except deliberate 
attempts to thwart the attempts of the dalits, blacks, and all 
those discriminated people (…). this is not with dalits only. 
it is happening with women, too. all the four conferences 
that wsf seeks to corner, does not mention women even 
for the name sake. with casteism, racism removed from the 
main conference, this makes a deadly combination. is it an 
effort to appease shiv sena in mumbai or is there any pact 
between the organisers and shiv sena of not touching issue 
of caste/women, the two eyesores of brahmanism? (...) wsf, 
which has open and transparent process is being hegemon-
ised by organised conspiracy of political groups with secret 
pacts among their representatives in wsf.

these are the issues raised by this scorching criticism: 
hegemonic practices in the wsf india marginalise caste 
and gender issues (and therefore dalits and women); the 
hegemonic forces in the wsf india process constitute an 
“organised conspiracy” bent to the will of hindu funda-
mentalists; the global wsf partners should act as a court of 
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last resort for the resolution of local conflicts. this email 
ignited a vibrant debate. some responses, by the singled 
out facilitators, recognised the difficulty of integrating 
all suggestions in the final programme and justified the 
selective behaviour of the programme group as a whole. 
the dalit activist wrote again: “open space should remain 
open. but how this could be possible when all the major 
conferences would be organised by wsf ’s official struc-
ture? i do not mean that wsf should not organise events. 
but why all of a particular kind?”. the criticism here is 
directed to the hegemonic practices by activists linked to 
communist parties. their ideological preference to issues 
of class clashed with the caste issues fought by the dal-
its. later in the same letter he states that “wsf ’s role is to 
facilitate the open space and make sure it is not cornered 
by anyone, including by itself. but the present format 
does exactly opposite to this”. the hegemonic practices 
denounced were at odds with the open space discourse 
and control over physical and political spaces, languages 
and decision-making processes went beyond the bounda-
ries of a coordinating leadership. 

in the indian wsf, as in previous editions but for the 
last time, a number of events were centrally organised. 
those events were held in huge conference rooms of up to 
9000 seats. the importance of those events explained this 
kind of conflicts for space and visibility. as i mentioned 
already, the features of the open space are not universal 
but depend on the social and political milieu in which 
it is rooted. forms of social and political exclusion that 
characterise indian society permeated the wsf india and 
the lack of a consistent definition of the open space and 
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of the practices that should be performed within it by 
“the organisers” of the local events caused considerable 
conflict. these issues raise questions on the mechanism 
of inclusion and exclusion in the wsf and the analyti-
cal accuracy and strategic usefulness of the open space. 
whereas a detailed conversation on these issues would 
involve delving in the indian political culture in greater 
detail than the space allowed here permits and although 
fleeting comments might result in caricature portraits of 
the issues described, i nonetheless hope that the discus-
sion that follows hints at the width and length of the 
space over which these debates spread, at some of their 
implications as far as the wsf culture of politics is con-
cerned and, more broadly, as far as the challenges are of 
developing a transformative and truly emancipatory glo-
bal activist culture.

the boundaries of the open space

the openness of open space has been subject to (often 
severe) scrutiny from both commentators and activists 
alike. two sets of reflections point towards power dynam-
ics and structural conditions that regulate its inclusive-
ness. other critiques engage methodological and practical 
limitations of the open space as both a tool for inclusion 
and alliance building and as a description of the event. in 
the case of the 2004 wsf the venue of the event compli-
cated the assessment of the open space: acoustic pollution 
and escalation, absence of information and the collapse 
of the translation system were some of the issues that 
made of the nesco grounds, at times, an exclusive space. 
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organisational and scheduling limitations have been 
repeatedly mentioned as limiting the events’ inclusiveness.

consider also, for instance, the case of the kenyan 
event where direct actions from those who could not 
afford the entry fee exposed a major contradiction of a 
forum inaccessible to the very people the wsf wishes to 
reach out to; or the case of the senegal forum in which 
last minute changes in venues availability caused the 
entire programme to fall apart and left tens of thousands 
of participants and events’ organisers roaming aimlessly 
the avenues of the dakar university campus; or still, the 
case of the brazilian forum in 2002 where direct actions 
were aimed at vip participants and their restricted-access 
areas (there were indeed such spaces in the wsf “open” 
space). although the mumbai wsf was not unique or even 
a particularly emblematic case, it provides enlightening 
illustrations of the dynamics that seem to produce out-
comes utterly incongruous with the stated values and 
objectives of openness and inclusiveness. 

some dramatic cases of exclusion were observed in 
mumbai: dalits, youth, women, muslims, non-english 
speakers, less technologically literate individuals and adi-
vasi were often pushed at the margins of the physical, 
social and political territory of the wsf. addressing exclu-
sion in the wsf, generated heated debates. some activ-
ists suggested to broaden inclusion by increasing levels 
of coordination and by tightly structuring the organisa-
tional architecture. but these proposals, according to oth-
ers, defeated the horizontal and creative aspirations of the 
open space. for the sake of analysis i suggest grouping 
the debates on the inclusiveness of the wsf open space in 
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two broad rubrics: the arguments that suggest that the 
failures of the open space are contextual and related to its 
implementation and those suggesting that the open space 
concept is inherently flawed, it simply cannot be what 
its advocates claim and should, therefore, be replaced by 
more effective forms of organisation. the critics belong-
ing in the first group suggest that the failures of the open 
space should be searched for in a) flaws in understanding 
of the open space concept, its culture, and the practices 
that it should inspire; b) the inability to implement it cor-
rectly given to organisational and individual inexperience; 
or c) political clashes between the organisers whose inter-
ests might be at odds and would be reflected in conflict-
ual practices challenging the space itself in which those 
conflicts take place. for the second group of critics the 
failures of the open space are due to inherent inconsisten-
cies in the open space discourse. the conviction itself that 
such a space could exist and could function as a catalyser 
of activist alliances is not warranted. rather, those critics 
suggest, structured organisational architectures with lead-
ership and hierarchies are needed to achieve wsf ’s goals. 
achieving those goals is impossible, they continue, where 
coordination is neither possible nor, in fact, allowed and 
the same variety of activists’ beliefs and practices produce 
chaotic expressions of dissent and solidarity rather than 
coherent attempts to challenge the structures of global 
oppression.

different organisational cultures find expression in 
the wsf and are often positioned along the wide spectrum 
of activists ranging from the (self-styled) “horizontals” 
(autonomous, anarchist and independent organisations 
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usually portrayed as mainly focusing on the prefigurative 
realisation of the change they advocate) to the so-called 
“verticals” (left parties, mass organisations and large ngos 
which see the wsf as an opportunity to maximise mobi-
lisation so to increase their political bargaining power 
and practice managerial and instrumental approaches to 
organisation). these different political and organisational 
cultures see the open space on often diverging paths. 
allowing for the obvious disclaimer that neither form is 
purely observable among wsf activists and that it is pos-
sible instead to observe varying mixes of the two tenden-
cies, horizontal supporters of the open space are often in 
tension with those who allegedly inhabit the closed space 
of old politics and hierarchical organisations like is the 
case of trade unions, left parties, peasant organisations 
and large ngos. among the horizontals, leadership would 
not have an authoritarian character and politics would be 
played openly and democratically. the verticals instead are 
accused of attempting to win over both the horizontals 
and other verticals in an endless struggle to achieve con-
clusive leadership over the wsf. 

given the vision of the wsf, it seems legitimate to 
expect that the stress in the process would be on the 
aspirational/normative dimension of the open space. in 
order to fully take advantage of the potentialities of the 
open space, this has to be based on norms and principles 
themselves openly negotiated. however, although the wsf 
does not have a formal leadership that follows a specific 
political ideology, it hosts a core of self-appointed lead-
ers that have considerable influence over the organisa-
tional and decision-making processes. moreover, the wsf 
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has an institutional, social and political structure based 
on unequal distribution of resources (material and sym-
bolic; information and knowledge): the struggle for the 
appropriation of those resources and the participation in 
the decision-making for the allocation of those resources 
generates power dynamics. the aspirations of the wsf, as 
expressed in its vision, cannot be realised in the future if 
the above issues are not dealt with in the present.

the stress on the normative features is compounded 
by a misleading descriptive dimension and not always 
thorough analytical investigations. the swinging balance 
between normative and analytical dispositions might pre-
vent a better understanding of the wsf. accurate ethnog-
raphies can provide insights on the open space beyond 
uncritical assumptions of openness so that its ambiguities 
(or contradictions as some call them) could be negotiated 
and transformed so to prevent them from generating dis-
ruptive collisions between activists.

inclusion/exclusion in the open space

the idea of openness represents the aspirations of a cos-
mopolitan and inclusive society that welcomes and nur-
tures each individual and collective identity and is built 
on the belief that the whole is greater than the sum of its 
parts. the charter focuses on the ideal of inclusion based 
on the diversity of values, beliefs and practices rather than 
on a universal set of principles. however, the openness of 
the wsf is not all encompassing and is subject to limita-
tions formally codified by the charter, informally applied 
by organizers and participants, or systemic and often 
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escaping the awareness of its participants. in other words, 
inclusion and exclusion in the wsf are determined by for-
mal regulation and informal norms, political dynamics 
and social structures.

the charter imposes the following restrictions: organ-
isations or movements that choose armed conflict as their 
form of struggle are not allowed and members of govern-
ments or international organisations and political parties 
can participate only in their personal capacity. to these 
regulations, the laws of the place where the events take 
place apply which contribute to limit the wsf claims to 
autonomy and freedom: the wsf is not the same space in 
karachi, in india or in venezuela. freedom of movement, 
organisation and speech, and their respective enforce-
ment, vary considerably. the support given in brazil by the 
governing workers' party sped up all bureaucratic prac-
tices, whereas in pakistan people found hard to negotiate 
their access to the country due to resistance from govern-
ment officials and state bureaucrats.

informal norms also create barriers of exclusion or 
privileged channels of inclusion. they are of two types: 
norms and values built by the wsf process during its his-
tory and norms and values of the specific cultural and 
activist milieu in which the wsf takes place. the wsf has 
created a set of norms and values based on its charter of 
principles and on the codes of cultural and political prac-
tice it inspired: these norms and values have taken a life 
of their own and they are interpreted autonomously by 
wsf 's activists. the set of varying policy prescriptions and 
organisational activities deriving from the interpretation 
and performance of that set of norms and values create a 
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symbolic framework of inclusion and exclusion (as in the 
case of the dalits discussed above).

power in the open space

reasons of political strategy and imbalances of power gen-
erate important consequences in the dynamics of inclu-
sion and exclusion of the wsf. in mumbai, for instance, the 
indian organisational structure was the stage where strug-
gles for resources and control were frequently performed. 
as seen above, for instance, confrontations and strategic 
negotiations took place about themes and scheduling 
of conferences and seminars. in their spatial allocation 
principles of centrality and periphery applied. the most 
important negotiations, the most genuinely political, took 
place in informal meetings in which spaces of influence 
were struggled for beyond the reach of the accountability 
structures of wsf 2004 as denounced in the dalit letter 
denouncing secrecy and conspiracy in delhi and mumbai. 
there were also other levels in which power and influ-
ence played a crucial role in a somewhat indirect way. 
consider, for instance, the electronic communication by 
an ioc member who judges of extreme political relevance 
the allocation of solidarity tent spaces:

i don't think we can leave allocation of the tents to the 
venue group. who gets the tents and for how long will 
reflect the profile of the wsf to some degree, especially 
since most tent spaces are requested by movements. i (...) 
think [the proramme group] will have to do some work on 
allocating tents.
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however, this attitude seems to contradict the dic-
tates of the charter according to which the wsf “does not 
constitute a locus of power to be disputed by the partici-
pants in its meetings”. this view does not represent aspi-
rations and beliefs of most forum organisers. if the wsf 
aspires at providing an alternative to neoliberalism and 
if neoliberalism hegemony is based on naturalisation and 
de-politicisation, it is therefore a weak strategy to deny 
the role of politics in social change. such an approach to 
power in the open space could undermine considerably 
its effectiveness. emancipation from domination both in 
society at large and in the wsf could involve both appro-
priate institutional adjustments of the organisational 
structure (through conflicts as shown above) and a thor-
ough work of activists’ self-education to equality and to 
social justice. power and conflict represent a crucial source 
of creative energy. in this sense, power reformulates itself 
while activists break it and struggle against it, and this 
struggle constitutes one of the springs of social change. 

wsf 's organisers are asked to apply as consistent cri-
teria of transparency and democracy as they demand: 
power needs to be exposed in order to be negotiated. a 
more sophisticated understanding of power would not fail 
to address wsf ’s exclusive dynamics. special care would 
be given to exposing and reformulating daily patterns of 
domination and to create inclusive domains of exchange 
among activists. power is most disruptive when is con-
cealed: the denial of its existence impedes the full explo-
rations of the potentialities of resistance. hidden power 
shapes society beyond the awareness and, therefore, 
agency of individuals. domination becomes embodied, 
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beyond the consciousness of agents, and systemic. it is, 
therefore, crucial that power dynamics in the wsf are 
proactively exposed as they determine the condition 
through which the wsf can offer a viable and legitimate 
claim to redress inequality and injustice. if neoliberalism 
is centred on de-politicising strategies, the wsf has to 
make of politicisation of daily practices one of its strate-
gies; by no means the only one or the most important, but 
one of its central strategies nonetheless.

one important issue that wsf activists and the mem-
bers of its global and local organisational structures seem 
to be faced with has to do with the extent to which strate-
gic postponement of introspection can be justified in light 
of the political and cultural goals of the wsf. the conflicts 
among different opinions on how to face this dilemma 
are among the deepest felt and often less discussed in the 
wsf and according to some constitute another watershed 
between horizontal and vertical activists, between prefigu-
rative and instrumental activism. for the former, unveiling 
current dynamics of more or less covert power in order 
to uproot them from the activists’ bodies is crucial for 
change both at the individual and social level. for the lat-
ter, instead, it seems crucial to limit activists’ ambition as 
it is impossible to tackle all the limitations of world soci-
ety at once and some prioritizing needs to be conducted. 
once more, some see in this attitude a return to the old 
politics according to which after the revolution all forms 
of marginalisation and oppression will be addressed but 
cannot until then as that would challenge the strength of 
the alliances necessary to make the revolution. obviously 
enough, those whose marginalisation is most acute in 



109

the present have no intention to submit to such strategic 
prioritizing. women, people of colour and dalits (among 
other oppressed categories) face intolerable oppression 
the liberation from which cannot be postponed for stra-
tegic reasonsin india, as in other wsf processes, conflicts 
took place between upper caste and dalit activists (see 
above), between men and women (see below), between 
english speakers and those who spoke the many subcon-
tinent’s languages, between wealthier and poorer activists, 
between young and older and between hindu, christian 
and muslim activists. it should be stressed that discuss-
ing conflicts openly does not mean to undermine the 
legitimacy of the process itself and challenge its ability to 
constitute strong and growing alliances as many activists 
fear, the opposite is in fact the case. those attitudes, rather 
diffused across the global wsf process, according to which 
such difficult conflicts should be discussed behind closed 
doors, are considered by many as remnants of structures 
of domination that need to be challenged ruthlessly, if 
necessary, even between political allies. 

one more set of constraints to the open space is rep-
resented by the embeddedness of activists in local social 
structures. the interplay between activists’ agency and 
social structures create a web of possibilities for agents to 
make choices and pursue strategies within limits which 
in turn change over time through that interplay. specific 
structural conditions produced forms of hideous exclu-
sion in wsf 2004 of marginalised social groups. women, 
adivasis, dalits, youth and muslims found difficult to join 
in. systematic discrimination of women was reproduced 
in the mumbai office and in the political bodies of the 
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forum. at one stage in the process young activists were 
imposed an adult ioc member as “mentor”. dalits were 
not represented in the organisational process of the inter-
continental youth camp until some fought their way in; 
no adivasi were involved in wsf india, and the list could 
continue.

challenging boundaries

the open space is a bounded space that interacts, com-
municates, conflicts, constitutes and is constituted by 
its interactions with multiple outsides. among those are 
capitalism and neoliberalism. the social, political and cul-
tural importance of the wsf, and indeed also its claims to 
innovation, reside in its being a place where borders are 
put in the foreground and activists are invited to cross 
them in collective, conflictual, desecrater performances. a 
sophisticated understanding of the relationship between 
space and borders (social, cultural etc.) is key to appreci-
ate wsf ’s nature and its ability to foster the development 
of alternative worldviews and practices to capitalism.

the intricacies of the spatial determination of the 
open space have been widely discussed within and with-
out the wsf. the wsf as a “space” of flux and encounter has 
been opposed to the “place” of traditional politics where 
directions, goals and strategies are determined by closed 
leaderships. the tension referred above between hori-
zontals and verticals is the tension between the wsf as a 
place of old politics (monolithic, modern and directed by 
an authoritarian leadership) and the space of new poli-
tics (fluid, trans-modern and networked). this radical 
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opposition is analytically weak and conceals more than 
it reveals. the opposition between place and space in the 
debate on the nature of the wsf resonates with other dual 
oppositions which are legacy of the same dualist thought 
which inspires the politics that the wsf aims to surpass. 

the limitations of the space/place opposition bear 
a striking family resemblance with other them/us dis-
courses. in wsf 2004 these debates translated into the 
opposition between old communist parties and new 
ngos or old communist parties and ngos and new sin-
gle issue movements (see next chapter). the negotiation 
of real or symbolic boundaries within the wsf produce 
complex recursive interactions between marginalised and 
dominant groups. it is politically weak and analytically 
misleading to assume that the wsf is immune from the 
social dynamics that apply everywhere else and that no 
conflicts, no power, no leadership exist in this privileged, 
out of the world, space of spaces. moreover, the above 
mentioned opposition between place (old politics, parties 
and trade unions) and space of new political culture is 
essentialist and reductive. 

borders are created and challenged by continuous 
crossings performed by refugees, migrants, nomads, trav-
ellers, tourists, activists and members of transnational 
business and professional elites. moving beyond an under-
standing of places as separated, atomic islands, allows to 
see them as hierarchically interconnected by power and 
other dynamics (social, cultural, personal and others). 
the wsf is, therefore, better understood by investigating 
the border dynamics within it and their relation with 
hegemonic practices as those discussed with reference to 
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wsf 2004. the borders discussed here are often removed 
from their physical representation, away from the area of 
contact between two places, they are not (only) material 
but social or symbolic and separate and unite individuals 
in identity groups or imagined communities connected 
through information and communication technologies.

in wsf 2004 social and symbolic boundaries divided 
the open space in fluid areas of influence. identity soli-
darities were built between women, but political soli-
darities divided them according to their allegiances (see 
next chapter). similar multiple cross-border identities 
concerned dalits, adivasis and muslims and other identity 
groups. it has been my experience that the exploration 
of those boundaries, the multiple identities and interests 
that they draw on the wsf map and their political and 
organisational implications, has often been suspended in 
the wsf. the reasons for this were explained by those with 
whom i discussed these issues as mainly tactical, aiming 
at privileging commonalities and denying conflicting 
interests and identities in order to foster the formation 
of a critical mass of organisations, movements and indi-
viduals. however, the outcome of this decision can be seen 
as contradicting the wsf mission of being a site for the 
elaboration of a new political culture of difference based 
not on the denial of difference itself but on their open 
and confident engagement and reformulation in an end-
less creative process of conflict and mediation. 

these conditions of inclusion and exclusion (social, 
political, cultural and personal) should not be obliterated. 
the borders they create and the dynamics they gener-
ate constitute the grounds on which the wsf builds its 
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epistemological and political struggles against neoliber-
alism. denying the very conditions of existence of that 
epistemological struggle reduces its efficacy, misleads 
those joining in and, in the long run, might make the wsf 
implode under the pressure of the conflicts whose exist-
ence and causes is denying.

the wsf as a space of challenged boundaries is the 
context were new relations can be created and new alter-
natives elaborated. a non-essentialist approach to the 
place/space debate suggests also that the old politics/
new politics debate has no ontological grounds and is 
informed by tactical choices and normative aspirations. 
the exclusive focus on those aspirations not only removes 
attention from the systemic relations of power and domi-
nation that take place presently within the wsf, but, in 
fact, reproduce the systems of oppression that the wsf 
wishes to eliminate.

spaces are socially constructed and this construc-
tion includes social, economic, cultural and technologi-
cal factors. the social construction of space is predicated 
on relations of kinship, class and identity, staged by indi-
vidual and groups, and ignited by symbolic and material 
conflicts. moreover, spaces both shape and are shaped 
by the power dynamics between the individuals and the 
communities that inhabit them. once more, the defini-
tion of the open space as a horizontal, fully open and 
non-political space is challenged. forums are shaped by 
the relationships between the actors that populate them 
and those relationships are shaped by structural posi-
tioning and power, the assessment of which calls for in 
depth analyses of history, political dynamics and social 
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structures of the contexts in which the wsf is staged. in 
the wsf multiple hegemonic practices define its bounda-
ries whereas dynamics of oppression are not fully exposed 
and challenged. the indian wsf, for instance, was defined 
by the struggles for leadership between communist par-
ties and ngo activists. at the same time, since its incep-
tion, the debate between advocates of the open space and 
activists of a political turn (or of the transformation of 
the wsf into a coherent political actor) have defined to a 
great extent boundaries and internal dynamics of the wsf.

analytical weaknesses and, at times, uncertain nor-
mative postures notwithstanding, the open space has 
proved for a decade to be a powerful mobilising tool 
allowing for the formation of the largest ever activist 
convergences. at the same time, it is not difficult to see 
how current mobilisations like the occupy movement and 
the indignados do continue and expand wsf ’s cultural and 
political intuitions. however, it is possible that the cur-
rency and relevance of the wsf in the current conjuncture 
may fade away due to the limitations exposed above and 
to the rise of alternative forms of political mobilisation. 
if the open space can alienate the sophisticated activ-
ists who find uncomfortable to negotiate its ambiguous 
nature or the debates that characterise its space, it is pos-
sible that a more nuanced approach to its foundational 
pillars (space, openness, hierarchy and leadership among 
others) along with an analytically robust understanding 
of wsf ’s nature can provide crucial food for thought for 
the current waves of activism. i tried to show how the 
space/place and space/actor debate might reduce the 
transformative impetuous of the wsf while obliterating 
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crucial power dynamics at play within its boundaries, i 
will address now another crucial pillar of the wsf ’s culture 
of politics.

wsf ’s (facilitating) leadership

in many conversations in and around the wsf, leadership 
is set in opposition to open space practices in ways that 
recall the horizontal/vertical and the old/new politics 
binaries discussed above (and indeed expand the seman-
tic horizons represented by each term of the opposition). 
as in the previous cases a stark position does not account 
for the complexities expressed in the wsf. a more nuanced 
approach to leadership helps to understand some limita-
tions of the open space discourse and to appreciate nature 
and direction of the project initiated by the wsf. a sup-
portive, non-authoritarian, ad hoc and shifting facilitation 
could constitute an important organisational instrument 
to facilitate a global progressive alliance against neolib-
eralism and at the same time help appreciate some of 
the qualities of interpersonal relationships within activist 
networks. most importantly, perhaps, such transformative 
leadership would give full realisation to the aspirations 
expressed in the wsf charter of principles. 

open space advocates insist that the wsf is a space 
with no leaders and that its organisational structure com-
prises of facilitators with the task of preparing the space 
where the participants meet. however, a conspicuous 
organisational structure has slowly taken shape. in wsf 
2004, critics of the open space as a space of unaccount-
ability exposed the authoritarian behaviour of its denied 
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leadership. the proclaimed lack of formal leadership 
entailed uncontrollable forms of informal leaderships that 
contradicted wsf ’s stated radical democracy and its aspi-
ration to elaborate new forms of political organisation. 
the wsf leadership is not only present and takes decisions 
of crucial political importance, but it is also shadowy due 
to the lack of transparency on the mechanisms by which 
decisions are taken and, consequently, accountability of 
the actual decision makers. moreover, the space vacated 
by many wsf activists protesting authoritarian and opaque 
leadership is filled by professional political leaders and 
mobilisers that project an image of the wsf as an insti-
tutionalising social movement whose features are all but 
innovative. 

this is indeed an argument often heard both within 
the wsf, especially from those who are in the process of 
disengaging from it or among those who had been active 
at the beginning of the wsf and have since moved on to 
alternative forms of activism. in fact, these claims of quick 
obsolescence and irrelevance are concerning those in the 
wsf who put their energies in bringing the process for-
ward. in the last months (indicative are in this the case 
of the latest thematic forum to take place in porto ale-
gre in january 2012 and the last – at the time of writing 
– international council meeting held in monastir, tuni-
sia, in july of the same year), wsf activists are seriously 
considering the conditions of existence of the movement 
and are trying to closely relate to more recent and more 
incisive forms of activism as the occupy movement and 
the arab awakening often described as forms of leaderless 
multitudes.
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in india, leadership was perceived as ambiguous and 
contested. in the minutes of a meeting of the culture 
group of asf 2003 held at the end of 2002 was reported 
that:

the four sessions would be guided by a 'facilitator' and 
not 'presided' over, as originally decided. we have tried to 
choose experienced and 'strong' facilitators as they would 
need to control and guide. (...) owing to shortage of time, 
it was decided that no concluding speech would be given 
by facilitators. but that the whole conference would be 
summed up at the end by [a member of the communist 
party of india – marxist leninist].

the complex approaches to leadership in india do not 
only belong to the traditional left. gandhi the great anar-
chist was also gandhi the great leader. these approaches 
to leadership and the aim of making the organisations 
contributing to the wsf india converge in a national alli-
ance against neoliberalism, casteism and communalism 
ignited conflicts between actors struggling to gain leader-
ship of such alliance in fieri and between them and those 
aspiring to an acephalous wsf. to better understand nature 
and implications of the conversations around leadership 
and facilitation in the wsf, let me step back for a moment 
to take stock of the broader debate on leadership in social 
movements that may bear on the issues raised here and, 
in greater detail, in the next two chapters.

the consistent lack of attention to leadership in social 
movements by social movement scholars is partly moti-
vated by the desire to avoid “big men” theories of history 
and collective action or agitator scenarios according to 
which there would be no mobilisations if it weren’t for 



118

the leaders who instigate them, in order to avoid reading 
the role of the “masses” as that of mindless sheep. leaders 
are at times important to initiate transformative actions 
and social movement leadership should be distinguished 
from the forms of leadership in the political society 
(political parties, the army, the legal system, the govern-
ment) which is coercive and based on direct domination. 
leadership in civil society is based on consent, but a long 
standing debate identifies leadership with practices of 
control of the decision-making process by few and chal-
lenges that mild forms of leadership can avoid constrain-
ing behaviours and eventually a limitation of the freedom 
of those upon which it acts. 

others highlight the movement building influence 
of leaders. they help draw the boundaries of the shared 
identity of the movement by facilitating decision-making 
processes about strategies and tactics. leaders contribute 
to defining cosmological, technical and organisational 
problems and tasks. they contribute to framing the move-
ment, its vision and develop a theory of the social and 
of its malaise (cosmological role) and consequently help 
define the appropriate actions (technical role) to over-
come the problems that the group is facing and to set 
up the organisational structure to perform those actions 
(organisational role). in this sense, the key skill of lead-
ers is communication, but their actions are not limited to 
rhetoric and manipulation: to be influential, leaders need 
to speak a language that resonates with that of the fol-
lowers and their way of framing social issues with the 
collective identity that the interactions within the move-
ment is building, using categories and symbolic idioms 
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that can be fully understood and shared by the group 
members. this role in particular has been of crucial rel-
evance in enticing large sections of the indian civil society 
to join the wsf. 

however, although movements challenge exclusive 
social structures, leaders tend to be among those with 
better access to resources, knowledge and social capital. 
power imbalances between leaders and their constituen-
cies create tension between the need for purposive and 
confident leadership and the exclusiveness of the proc-
ess through which leadership is formed. precisely because 
personal qualities are not sufficient to determine a leader, 
the role of social structures in building those qualities and 
allow access to the necessary resources to educate and 
train a leader, become crucial. challenging those social 
structures (as wsf participants do) challenges, according 
to some, the very legitimacy of leaders. the importance 
of this debate for wsf ’s present and future endeavours is 
considerable. although the debate within the wsf presents 
a polarization between two apparently incommensurable 
positions, my experience with the wsf has allowed me to 
observe a wider set of styles: participatory, consent-based, 
managerial, authoritarian and more still.

these debates reproduce both a long history of chal-
lenges to authoritarian behaviours in social movements 
(in favour of the pursuit of prefigurative lifestyles among 
activists) and the current stress on leaderless mobilisa-
tion by prominent movements (occupy, indignados, arab 
spring) as mentioned earlier. for instance, leaders’ posi-
tion at the interface between local reality and global net-
works, between movements and funders, and between 
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movement and state or, perhaps even more, their con-
tact with the media, generates external mechanisms of 
legitimisation over which movement’s members have no 
control. the risk of cultural imperialism, neo-colonialism 
and social manipulation (accusations directed to leaders 
whose position is sustained, for instance, by foreign fund-
ing) make this debate extremely sensitive. 

given the importance of leadership and the conflict-
ual positions taken by activists, it is not unexpected that 
attention is put in the wsf to developing new forms of 
leadership. however, some activists and commentators 
think that often unnecessary conflicts have been gener-
ated by an insufficient elaboration of the wsf leadership 
and that more attention could be dedicated to this ques-
tion. are new forms of leadership being developed in the 
wsf? let me return to the debates on leadership in the wsf 
2004 process. in moments of crisis several actors called 
for business-like ways to organise the forum as it will be 
illustrated in greater debate later in chapter six. the shift 
toward a managerial leadership (task-oriented, pragmatic 
and contingent) observed in wsf 2004, was perceived as 
an effective way to challenge existing hierarchies and 
propose new organizational structures. but this attitude 
also risks hiding a de-politicising approach to the politi-
cal tasks of allocating resources in the wsf. in the wsf, 
naïve or disingenuous denials of leadership by facilitators 
are widely challenged and it seems to me that a general 
lack of robust understanding of nature, potentialities and 
limitations of political leadership has vacated a crucial 
space readily filled either by authoritarian leaders or by 
managerial and de-politicising approaches to leadership 
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paradoxically consistent with neoliberal values. 
the clashes between horizontal and authoritarian 

approaches to leadership looked irrelevant in india as 
the date of the event approached. things needed to be 
done fast, the solution seemed to turn to managers, peo-
ple who “do things”. the managerial approach, articulated 
around the pillars of efficiency, effectiveness and knowl-
edge-based (evidence-driven) action, advocated with 
great energy by ngo members (recall the email quoted 
above that complained about the lack of direction in the 
open space) generated more than a resented comment by 
those who expected the wsf to practice the alternatives it 
advocated. in the next chapters i move beyond abstract 
conversations on principles, values and objectives of tran-
snational activism and engage in greater detail the main 
case study of this book, but before that let me quickly 
summarise the arguments of this chapter.

keeping the doors open

the open space discourse, very successful as a mobilis-
ing tool, might need to be complemented by intentional 
practices aiming at ensuring that power dynamics and 
social inequalities do not create oppression and exclusion 
within its boundaries and, at the same time, challenges, 
transgresses and redraws those boundaries. the degree of 
awareness about deliberate or unconscious power dynam-
ics and patterns of domination varies within large activist 
networks. recognising the innumerable forms of interac-
tion of the different actors within the wsf and develop-
ing transparent guidelines (or hallmarks) and devising 
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intentional dynamics can allow proactive negotiations on 
issues of inclusion and exclusion. open spaces need to be 
made and kept such through proactive actions aimed at 
exposing power dynamics and patterns of domination. 
failing to live up to the high expectations of its members 
reduces open spaces’ scope and, eventually, could make 
them collapse. 

the open space is thought of as the space in which 
the struggle against neoliberalism is fought through self-
education and emancipation, but it seems as though the 
open space could become a mere strategic tool to convene 
national convergences of civil society organisations and 
movements devoid of truly global transformative poten-
tiality, the indian mela, the ngo fair that many are criticis-
ing the wsf of having become, or a mobilising rally for 
the specific interests of political organisations. this issue 
has been discussed since the first edition of the forum 
in porto alegre, deemed by some an instrument of the 
electoral politics of the workers party. not differently, the 
latest event in senegal, in 2011, was allegedly used for 
specific political interests by its leadership. a purely hege-
monic and instrumental approach to the wsf risks being 
doubly self-defeating. on the one hand, by not recognis-
ing patterns of domination and social and political ine-
qualities, the wsf cannot fulfil its vision to make the world 
a better place for all and therefore might lose momentum, 
on the other the hegemonic leaders hoping to reap politi-
cal benefits may lose the support of the deceived activ-
ists originally enticed by jumping on the wsf bandwagon. 
some suggest that the wsf indian process may have been 
affected by both these outcomes.
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five. the wsf in india

we are having experience of fronts and federations since 
last 55 years. many of us are part of it. we are all being 
beaten up by capital dominated forces on one hand and 
communal and fascist forces on the other. we are all loaded 
with personal and organisational egos, is it not? many 
many movements and campaigns in our country are work-
ing on different viewpoints or ideologies such as marxists, 
socialists, gandhians, ambedkarites and many others.

these words, written by a peasant leader in february 
2003 in an activist mailing list, stress three key features of 
the indian civil society and illustrate the interest mobi-
lised in india by the wsf. before concerning myself with 
the matter of this chapter let me write one or two words 
of warning. the next few pages will try the patience of the 
reader for a number of reasons. perhaps the most critical 
issues are, first, that the scope of the chapter prevents it 
from thoroughly addressing the complexities of the issues 
raised and, second and related, that such crude simplifi-
cation of dynamics that developed over decades and are 
profoundly routed in the multiplicity of indian contexts 
(when discussing india we often forget the sheer size 
of the subcontinent and the enormous variety of socio-
cultural contexts that are subsumed but it) are necessary 
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given the space at my disposal here. however, i hint at 
scope and complexities of the issues raised while being 
acutely aware that any simplifications silence and reduce 
just as much as they reveal. at the same time, if the argu-
ments i develop on this approximate and reduced material 
make sense in this very limited context, they would make 
even more sense once the complexities are embraced and 
the simplifications resolved. 

by same token, the argument of this chapter is that 
hegemonic processes in transnational activist networks, 
such as the wsf, aiming at generating strategically con-
gruent and vigorous alliances often oversimplify the 
multiplicities they initially convene. discursive and politi-
cal practices of exclusion are often predicated on same 
principles: simplifications may be dictated by the urgency 
to intervene and by the necessity to prioritise demands 
given scarce resources. the withdrawal of many actors 
from the wsf process, for instance, was linked to the feel-
ing of betrayal that dominant simplifications have caused 
in activists who expected the open space to be devoid of 
such dynamics of difference obliteration.

as stated in the initial quote, indian civil society 
has experienced many activists' alliances and coalitions 
since independence; none of those succeeded in creat-
ing a strong actor able to oppose the capitalist state, fas-
cism and communalism. such alliances and coalitions, 
the activist stated, have failed because of poor leadership 
(blinded by their ego). moreover, indian civil society is 
traversed by different ideologies, some of which, marxism, 
gandhism, ambedkarism, socialism are incommensurable 
(though, at times, they have cooperated in contingent 
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coalitions) and to prevent that the wsf india begins with 
such liability, he suggested including all of them in the 
organisational process.

this analysis, widely shared in the wsf india, gave rise 
to the underlying principles of its organisational archi-
tecture: balanced and inclusive sectoral and ideological 
representation. the need to accommodate ideological, 
political, and social differences created the conditions 
for the elaboration of the complex structure of wsf 2004. 
these experiments in organisational architecture notwith-
standing, fractures that had been dug over decades could 
not be bridged. in this chapter i discuss the structure 
of wsf india and i briefly hint at some of the intra- and 
inter- sectoral conflicts in wsf 2004. this chapter illus-
trates the arguments articulated in previous chapters: 
the wsf could invest more energy in elaborating organi-
sational forms extolling cultural and social specificities 
rather than resorting to shorthands that limit difference.

it is true, as many claimed in india, that these short-
comings were also due to the fuzziness of the open space 
concept and to the limited time to take advantage of its 
transformative potentiality, at the same time i often had 
the impression that the transformative politics that con-
stitute wsf ’s core principle was less central than it could 
have been (the indian case is by no means unique in this). 
in fact, and just to briefly illustrate this point, it is pos-
sible to represent the conflict between translators and 
indian organisers discussed earlier as a conflict between 
activists pursuing (though not necessarily achieving) 
transformative political practices and others choosing 
managerial approaches to social change. in this sense, 
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the simplification conducted by some of the organis-
ers (for instance that the translators were upset because 
they were not paid) obliterated the translators’ political 
objective which built on their practices of transnational 
solidarity and voluntary work and at the same time del-
egitimised their claims that they had been marginalised 
in the overall organisational structure. let me hit this nail 
once more, transformative practices eschew oversim-
plification and aim at highlighting the dominant logics 
that is entrenched in instrumental practices. time, space 
and resources are not scarce if their bounded dimensions 
are approached in a transformative manner; urgency 
and scarcity are, instead, the privileged means of con-
trol imposed by dominant and exploitative narratives (as 
shown elsewhere in the book in greater detail, see chap-
ter six for instance). the irony of making this point while 
at the same time disclaiming the over simplification of 
the matter dealt with in this chapter does not escape me. 
however, being aware of practices of reduction is a first 
step to approach difference and complexity, as stated 
in the charter of principles: “the world social forum is 
opposed to all totalitarian and reductionist views of econ-
omy, development and history” (chapter ten). however, as 
many activist denounced, some wsf activists often resort 
to practices based on the naturalisation of ideological 
positions typical of the neoliberal ideology according to 
which it is right, necessary and urgent to approach things 
in a specific way (which incidentally privileges the inter-
ests of those most adept at that particular discourse). 

what follows is a review of the conflicts within the 
indian wsf. at the same time, some debates especially 
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between large ngos’ and mass movements’ leadership, on 
the one hand, and activists belonging to the wider napm 
space, on the other, do resonate some of the debates else-
where categorised under the prefigurative/instrumental 
(also transformative/managerial) rubric and resonating 
widely in the whole alterglobalisation movement. 

the scene

archived the asf, the immediate concern of indian activ-
ists was to assess the possibility of holding a global event 
in india. some reservations were voiced both by groups 
within wsf india and others not ready to commit (such 
as napm). the main hesitations focused on inclusiveness 
and democracy of the organisational structure and the 
political relevance of the wsf. would the indian process 
be horizontal and fulfilling wsf ’s vision? also, would the 
energy needed to pull off such a mammoth event be jus-
tified by a commensurate political impact? in order to 
assess the importance of these reservations and to expand 
the process another consultation was held in nagpur, 
in march 2003. the preparatory committee that facili-
tated the nagpur consultation included four members of 
organisations directly related to the communist parties, 
six unions members associated to the communist parties, 
one nonpartisan union member, two socialists (one of 
which involved in the struggle for the rights of adivasi), 
five dalit, twelve ngo leaders, four women leaders (one 
associated to the ngo sector and one to the communist 
parties, two to the dalit sector). according to some, both 
in india and internationally, these activist could not but 
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represent the old politics that the wsf was trying to tran-
scend. they all belonged to highly structured and hierar-
chical organisations. 

amid initial difficulties in relating operationally 
and strategically to the ‘open space’ discourse, the group 
worked on the following tasks: a) finding a place for the 
event; b) drafting a document on the vision of wsf india; 
c) designing an organisational structure that ensured 
openness, transparency, accountability and efficiency; d) 
devising a funding policy. the leadership of the group was 
taken informally by a member from delhi and one from 
mumbai, a communist party and an ngo activist whose 
leadership was legitimated by their experience of the wsf, 
contacts with the brazilian leadership and the consider-
able amount of time and energy committed. the organisa-
tional structure attracted the greatest effort and the group 
designed its general configuration, later approved with 
few amendments.

the consultation in nagpur started with a review 
of the work of the preparatory committee. it was noted 
that the operational mode in small working groups was 
potentially successful but it had not worked due to the 
absence of a formal convener. after this mixed assessment 
of horizontal organisational practices, the participants of 
the consultation engaged in vibrant discussions on the 
venue, the programme and the vision of wsf 2004, on its 
organisational structure and its funding and on the divi-
sion of work with the international council and the inter-
national secretariat. after a heated debate, mumbai was 
chosen as the venue of the january event. the alternatives, 
the capital of the southern state of kerala and delhi were 
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both excluded because ngos and single issue movements 
were not prepared to allow what they thought would be 
the monopolization of wsf 2004 by left parties dominant 
in those cities.

on the other hand, several large ngos, whose role 
was crucial during the whole process especially for its 
fund raising capacity, were based in mumbai. moreover, 
india's financial capital was home to some internationally 
renowned movements, such the narmada bachao andolan 
and the napm. finally, mumbai was better connected to 
the world through its international airport, the work cul-
ture of mumbai was more efficient and its infrastructure 
more reliable. the first meeting in mumbai took place the 
9 of april. around a hundred people from sixty organisa-
tions from almost all sectors except peasants and adivasi 
attended that meeting and appointed the mumbai organ-
ising committee (moc) which, in turn, set role, respon-
sibilities and coordinators of its functional groups (fgs). 
in passing, it should be noted that the invitation to the 
meeting stressed its characteristics as an “open meeting” 
but subordinated its openness to the payment of a fee to 
contribute to the costs of the meeting itself and to the 
allegiance to the wsf ’s charter of principles (let alone to 
the ability to read the invitation in english). in what fol-
low i will briefly attend to each of these topics in turn 
starting from the organisational architecture of the wsf 
india process.

organisational architecture

the organisational structure of the wsf india was built 
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on the premises of the open space as interpreted by local 
activists and grew out of a history of fragmented interac-
tions within the indian civil society. the devised strategy 
required avoiding direct engagement with social, political 
and ideological differences (and with the divisions they 
caused) and emphasising strategic convergences. some 
might suggest that this was a rather conservative objec-
tive, especially those who were most inspired by the wsf ’s 
promises to develop an ambitious new culture of politics. 
more realistically, it soon became clear that even such 
unambitious objective did not avoid conflicts between 
members of communist parties, trade unions, ngos and 
identity-based and single-issues movements around lead-
ership, organisation and political agenda of the forum. it 
was hoped, though, that those conflicts might create the 
context in which to negotiate meaningful interactions 
among indian activists based on shared objectives and a 
truly new, open and emancipatory culture of politics.

the organisational structure of wsf 2004 comprised 
of a representative body, the indian general council (igc) 
made of 135 members that grew later to over 200; a 
political body, the india working committee (iwc) that 
grouped the movements into seven sectors dalits, adi-
vasis, women, kisan & rural workers, working people, 
youth & students, and other social movements & mass 
organisations; and an executive body, the indian organis-
ing committee (ioc). the operational tasks of the ioc were 
fulfilled by eight functional groups (fg). to minimise con-
flict between different sectors, each of the eight fgs was 
coordinated by members of the most involved organisa-
tions: the final geography drawn by those coordinators 
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accurately mapped the specific fractures between terri-
tories in the indian civil society and their relative influ-
ence. each fg had two facilitators except the youth group 
who had none. the culture group experimented with a 
horizontal collaborative strategy that raised endless criti-
cisms from a communist party member who, appointed 
as one coordinator of the group, accused the process tak-
ing place in mumbai to be manipulated by ngo activists. 
the conflict in the culture group between ngo and com-
munist parties activists epitomised a wider conflict in the 
wsf india (as well as in other wsf processes). indeed, ngos 
and organisations of the left monopolised the leadership 
of all the groups. only one peasant activist was member 
of a fg, mobilisation, and two trade unionists were lead-
ers of the mobilisation and venue & logistics groups (one 
affiliated to a the cpi union aituc and the other to the cpm 
union citu). 

allocating tasks and responsibilities in working 
groups according to sectoral balance was often chal-
lenged and its limitations widely recognised. in a meeting 
that took place in mumbai in february 2004 and was part 
of the evaluation process of the wsf india, for instance, 
a member of the finance group denounced those prac-
tices and the actors performing them suggesting that 
those archaic political practices should be relegated to 
the archives of political history. failing that, he added, 
the wsf will become one more instrument for political 
hegemony. some irony welcomed these words by a mem-
ber of one of the biggest and most powerful ngos of the 
indian process. however, bickering aside between ambi-
tious leaders of the indian civil society, all middle aged 
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men about whom a lot more will be said in the following 
chapters, the widely shared conviction of the necessity to 
focus on the practical organisation of the event did not 
allow engaging in long and difficult negotiations of divi-
sions with decades long roots. at the same time, however, 
many hoped, through the joint endeavour of organising 
a global wsf event, to catalyse a process of trans-sectoral 
alliance that challenged the structure of the supposedly 
non-permeable sector politics in india.

inter- and intra- sectoral  
conflicts in wsf 2004

in what follows i provide some glimpses of the political 
terrain of wsf 2004. given the complexity of the dynam-
ics involved and the sophistication of the discourses 
deployed i can only provide the reader with few vignettes 
to illustrate those complexities. i address the divisions in 
the indian civil society as described by the sectoral divi-
sions of the iwc. i describe the tensions that traversed 
the dalit movement for questions of internal hegemony 
and leadership and the conflicts with those accused to 
replicate in the wsf dalits’ marginalisation, i discuss the 
struggles within the women sector and i introduce the 
clashes between ngos and the left. wsf india respected 
the bounded spheres of indian sectoral activism and did 
not engage the overarching conflicts that traverse them 
(between ngos, left parties and single issue movements) 
respecting the pragmatic approach by the vast majority of 
its members. this rather unambitious approach looked at 
times uninspiring vis-à-vis the widely praised new culture 
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of politics that the wsf would be ushering into world 
activism, but the energy that traversed wsf india could 
illustrate how shared enterprises like the wsf could cata-
lyse extensive convergences of civil society organisations 
on both national and transnational scales. this pragmatic 
approach is perhaps not the most ambitious. at the same 
time, the fluid nature of prefigurative practices may not 
be what any wsf could contain for long time and this may 
be why the pragmatic politics of alliance building have 
gained hegemony in the wsf as prefigurative libertarians 
and direct action collectives flowed in and out of it. i will 
discuss this in greater detail in the conclusions now let 
me return to india’s sectoral politics.

dalit activism

dalits were one third of the participants to the mumbai 
event. many considered this as the main feature of wsf 
2004 and an acknowledgement that no radical change 
can happen in india or in the world without the dalits. 
but their extreme oppression in society was only margin-
ally addressed during wsf 2004 and, indeed, some of its 
features were even reproduced. harsh confrontations took 
place between dalits and other activists due to their mar-
ginalisation in the organising process. explicit accusations 
were made, as illustrated above, to the high caste back-
ground of the vast majority of the wsf leadership in india. 

these issues limited the opportunities for meaning-
ful political negotiation between dalits and other activists. 
at the same time, dalit leaders introduced new dialogic 
strategies and established new alliances. they were acutely 
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aware that their movements had an enormous contri-
bution to provide to wsf 2004 and this awareness was 
shared by the wsf leadership, but beyond the desire to 
bridge the gaps between various groups of activists (and 
between their leaders) the tension between dalit spokes-
people and other ioc members was often high. the main 
reasons related to issues of representation and influence 
in decision-making. dalit leaders resisted vehemently the 
hegemonic politics of activists linked to the communist 
parties, and they offered themselves as potential alter-
natives given their vast mobilisation (and their increas-
ing political assertiveness especially in the north of the 
country). due to the clash of leaderships and hegemo-
nies the atmosphere of the organisational meetings was 
tense as i had the chance to witness on several occasin an 
instance, a nacdor (national conference of dalit organisa-
tions) leader reported the alleged machinations against 
dalit initiatives to the brazilian organising committee 
and to the international council, in particular with ref-
erence to the world dignity forum (wdf ), an event that 
later became one of the most successful and politically 
meaningful events of wsf 2004. but if moments of tension 
were frequent between dalit organisers (or some of them) 
and other ioc members, frictions existed also between 
dalit leaders exposing personal politics and power strug-
gles which reproduced clientelism and other features of 
traditional indian politics also among the dalits repre-
sentatives. for instance, in october a dalit leader reported 
that his organisation had been excluded from mobilising 
events organised by other dalit groups. two other dalit 
leaders immediately responded to these accusations and 
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one of them explained, in an email shared with the whole 
ioc that “as you know this is an open space, please take 
a proactive interest and go ahead”. these conflicts were 
not mere episodes and on the frictions between ncdhr 
(national campaign on dalit human rights) and nacdor 
several concerned comments were made at the february 
evaluation meeting in mumbai, highlighting how intra-
sectoral unity had to be deeply negotiated rather than 
assumed. this was also a marginal reflection on the sec-
toral structure of the iwc and the possibility to break its 
bounded spaces towards a more inclusive and fluid activ-
ist ecosystem. 

at the same time, dalit organisations were accused of 
sharing some of the ngos’ features, namely the dependence 
from foreign funding and the shifting allegiances that 
this produced. these criticisms, however, were only widely 
whispered in the wsf india to avoid confrontations with 
a crucial ally and generous contributor to the finances of 
the forum. the prominence of the dalits in mumbai gave 
them a big stage in front of the international audience. 
moreover, the conflicts within the organisational space 
constituted part of a potentially fruitful process of nego-
tiating different languages and interests between dalit 
and other activists that can considerably strengthen the 
resulting alliance. on the other hand, dalits have a great 
ability to network globally and to link dalit issues to those 
of other marginalised groups from africa, europe and the 
americas. an interesting interaction between indian dalits 
and international activists lead by ncdhr gave life to the 
dalit swadhikar rally which reached mumbai after travers-
ing the country which aimed to mobilise participants for 
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the january event, to build activist networks across india 
and, with the help of foreign partners, to establish glo-
bal networks and design common campaigns. dalits’ alli-
ance with international partners was crucial in initiating a 
process that intensified and broadened over the years. the 
caravan organised in 2011 to take participants to dakar 
received enthusiastic commendations by activists and 
commentators and represented one of the most inspir-
ing attempts to expand the wsf space and to allow it to 
traverse the spaces of exclusion in the region where the 
event takes place. 

religious groups

the clashes between religious groups are cause of some of 
the most painful conflicts in india. centred on the perni-
cious use of identity politics, waves of religious intolerance 
burn (literally) villages, towns and cities. wsf 2004 could 
have played a more proactive role in imagining a differ-
ent interaction with religious groups, but the engagement 
was superficial and the outcome disappointing. the par-
ticipation of religious groups in wsf 2004 was limited to 
catholic and other christian organisations. attempts to 
approach muslim organisation were shy whereas hindu 
progressive organisations were mentioned only as poten-
tial sources of funding, but nothing was done in the end. 
catholic and other christian organisations’ financial con-
tribution to wsf 2004 was considerable and legitimised 
their prominence in the process. several religious peo-
ple were members of the ioc and the infrastructure of 
their organisations was used for the event. for instance, a 
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salesian school became the venue of the intercontinental 
youth camp. this imbalance in participation by religious 
activists did not fail to cause conflicts within the ioc.

as for all the other sketches i present in this section, 
also in this case i can only illustrate the arguments by 
presenting no more than a brief vignette. in december i 
closely followed a tense conversation on the inclusive-
ness of the wsf in india between three ioc members and 
a muslim activist (whom i call ahmed) who denounced 
the absence of muslims in the wsf india's organisational 
framework. before continuing let me pause to add few 
words on ahmed's identity. the name is fictitious but 
more importantly there is no reason to presume the 
person introducing themselves with a male name was 
indeed a man. no one seemed to know who this person 
actually was, neither those involved nor the others who 
closely followed the exchange and commented its content 
with me. someone even suggested that the emails could 
be coming from a group of radical activists from north 
india, though ahmed in his email refers to bangalore, in 
the south, as his home town. moreover, although we cor-
responded during those days when i later contacted that 
email address it seemed not to work anymore. that the 
correspondence was not, in fact, involving muslims was 
not considered and quickly dismissed when i suggested 
this possibility for the sake of argument. let me return to 
ahmed's concerns. 

in his first email, ahmed claimed that the wsf rein-
forced structures of oppression and legitimised them in 
the wider indian society by condoning them within the 
wsf. the non-confessionality of the wsf, stated in its charter 
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or principles, could not be resorted to pacify conflicts as it 
was contradicted by the presence of christian and catho-
lic religious activists and uncritically accepted a political 
framework created elsewhere (in brazil) where religious 
issues were not constitutive of major social fractures. if 
the field of religious contention were not reclaimed by 
progressive activists, ahmed noted, the spaces for inter-
actions and negotiation of such deep conflicts would 
be restricted leaving only space for confrontations, riots 
and terrorism. ahmed stressed the lost opportunity and 
its consequences in, on the one hand, further dividing 
indians along religious lines and, on the other, reinforc-
ing despair and radicalisation of members of the different 
communities. according to him, this exposes the limited 
vision of wsf india, its hasty and uncritical evacuation of 
the fractured religious sphere and the limitations of the 
secularist ideology which underpins it. such secularism 
could prove highly divisive and enforcing a colonial cul-
ture of the sacred and its privatisation. the consequences 
of secular universalism for the wsf were the alienation of 
a fundamental portion of indian society and at a global 
scale the alienation of a large section of the second big-
gest religious group on the planet. the struggle between 
indian muslims and the indian wsf might determine the 
scope and the relevance of the latter and its ability to 
determine the indian political and social landscape. at the 
same time, as the ongoing war on terror promises to frac-
ture the world in ways closely resembling the cold war, 
this statement has bearing beyond the indian context. the 
current centrality of the maghreb-mashreq region in the 
wsf promises to attempt to address this crucial issue.
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peasant movements
the relationship between peasant movements and wsf 
india has not been as successful as many hoped. some 
peasant organisations resisted the cpis versus ngos strug-
gle for leadership since the beginning of wsf india. in the 
asian social forum, a harsh debate took place between krrs 
(karnataka rajya raitha sangha  / karnataka state farmers 
association) and the organisers of the asf, which led to the 
organisation of a separate forum the people’s movements 
encounter. krrs is one of the best known indian move-
ments and it played an instrumental role in one of the 
most inspiring experiments of global activist networking, 
the people’s global action. their reservations were detailed 
by krrs’s leader in a virtual debate with the leader of attac. 
he denounced the marginal role of social movements in 
the decision-making process of wsf india dominated by 
corporate ngos and by the bureaucracy of the cpm. their 
interests are in contrast with those of the peasants as ngos 
privilege cities and communist parties stress the privi-
leged role of industrialisation for development.

however, the importance of peasants and rural work-
ers was somehow recognised in the wsf india as witnessed 
by early calls for national conventions of peasants aimed 
at mobilising towards the mumbai event. moreover, one 
of the coordinators of the mobilisation group was the 
national convener of the national campaign committee 
for rural workers and union activist for the right to work 
for rural and agricultural workers. however, the response 
to his calls was lukewarm due to the labour orientation 
given to the problems of the rural sector by trade unions 
and communist parties as he noted in the evaluation of 
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the indian wsf. eventually, many peasants' organisations 
joined an alternative forum, mumbai resistance. the sig-
nificant implications of this apparent split along the 
urban/rural divide were widely discussed by the organis-
ers of wsf 2004. sixty percent of the indian population live 
in rural areas where the majority of poverty is located; 
the activists in mumbai resistance accused the wsf to 
reproduce the divide between privileged cities and desti-
tute countryside. however, and this was often noted, the 
rural/urban divide does not represent the complexities of 
the participation of peasant movements to the events in 
mumbai: the split was, in fact, also within the peasant 
movement.

this split has deep roots. populists movements, 
movements associated with the communist parties, radi-
cal maoist and advocacy activists are yet to find a way to 
engage in a dialogue which encompasses their interests 
and mediates the claims of landless peasants, small farm-
ers and rural workers. populism especially has been one 
of the most important features of peasant movements in 
india and it has been accused of smuggling the liberal 
development agenda in the indian countryside. the way in 
which populist tendencies have been exploited by some of 
the most successful peasant movements, such as krrs and 
bku (bhartiya kisan union), has created exclusionary barri-
ers towards lower caste and landless peasants. at play in 
the peasant sectors were also hegemonic discourses with 
deep roots in indian history crossed by, among others, the 
conflicts between leninism and maoism, modernism and 
traditionalism, between those who saw the rural sector as 
the space of primitive accumulation and those who saw 
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(gandhians) the rural village as the highest expression of 
indian culture. the thorough treatment of all these cleav-
ages and the way in which overtly and covertly played in 
the wsf would require a whole book.

single issue social movements

the national alliance of people's movements (napm) 
harshly criticised the leaders of wsf india from early on 
in the process. during and after asf 2003, they strongly 
opposed its monopolization towards the hegemonic 
politics of ngos and communist parties. after this initial 
reaction, though, intense negotiations took place and the 
napm eventually reconsidered its position. reasons for this 
change of heart were to be found in the strategic interest 
in using the mumbai stage for their campaigns, but also 
to the negotiation lead by some members of the ioc con-
scious of what a loss of image and legitimacy would have 
been the defection of one of the most charismatic lead-
ers of indian movements and member of the ic, medha 
patkar of the narmada bachao andolan.

however, although napm was officially part of wsf 
2004’s organisation, the position of many of its members 
was ambiguous and significant doubts on the nature and 
scope of the wsf were raised as late as october 2003, when 
the napm addressed the ioc with urgent questions on 
the nature of the wsf. that document asked about wsf ’s 
commitment against imperialism and its understanding 
about the privileged actors that can bring about a victory 
against empire; it asked if the wsf would consider moder-
ate ngos as allies in its struggle and if, in its condemnation 
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of violence, would reject the role of the armed national 
liberation struggles such as the vietcong or the cuban 
revolution. the document mentioned some of the heroes 
of the indian independence, bhagat singh and surya sen, 
and wondered what would be the position of the ioc if 
they were alive and wanted to join the wsf. another object 
of contention was the participation in mumbai resistance, 
the letter clarified that many will take part in that meet-
ing as well. the letter was also critical of the dogmatism of 
the wsf charter of principles which it compared to a bible 
of the global movement.

not long before the mumbai event, napm circulated a 
document by the title “appeal to join in solidarity towards 
transformation” in which it defined its position towards 
the wsf. according to napm, in india adivasi, dalit, women 
and the working class are the most vulnerable sections 
of society and the most affected by neoliberalism. it 
deemed necessary, therefore, to join their struggles and 
change their condition urgently. napm activists consid-
ered necessary to reformulate india's policy on natural 
resource management in order to avoid the extinction 
of those groups that depended on them. napm's enemies 
were named: state corruption, criminal politics, ethnic 
and communal forces, casteism and the oppression of the 
international institutions; they were causing the “social 
disintegration, economic deprivation and identity crisis 
resulting out of the politico-economic onslaught faced by 
the increasing number of people in this largest democracy 
not worth the name”.

the document referred to the diversity of orienta-
tions within the napm vis-à-vis the wsf, but confirmed 
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the belief that joining a movement based on the solidar-
ity between civil society actors from all over the world 
was necessary to challenge the institutional framework of 
world dominance. an eclectic approach to social change, 
it was claimed, would prove more successful than the 
monolithic approach of the traditional left; napm also 
recognised in the wsf the same productive eclecticism and 
pointed toward that to surpass the positions of incom-
mensurability between movements of the old and new 
tradition. the main activities of the adivasi in mumbai 
were also linked to napm and whereas the ioc attempted 
to mobilise as wide as possible a contingent of adivasi, 
convening in delhi a national consultation of indigenous 
people in december, no adivasi were part of the ioc or the 
iwc.

trade unions

thousands of union members provided wsf india with 
legitimising political relevance, contributed important 
resources and some of the most active organisers, and 
showed a route towards engaged relations between trade 
unions and the wsf. this partnership is important for both 
actors due to the mobilising capability of trade unions 
and the opportunity that the wsf offers to them to renew 
their image in order to stop the bleeding of members and 
the decline in political relevance. all the main indian trade 
unions joined wsf 2004: aituc, aiftu, citu, aicctu, ntui, hms 
among others. trade union leaders from india also con-
vened or attended mobilising events internationally in 
geneva, athens, kuala lumpur and seoul.
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the trade unions in india were protagonist of a con-
siderable change of attitude towards the wsf process. if 
their participation was non-existent in asf 2003, their 
role was crucial in wsf 2004. once they set their strategic 
priorities along those of their respective parties, those in 
turn convinced by their members involved in wsf india 
since the beginning, they contributed not only to the 
organisation of the mumbai forum but also to the consol-
idation of the communist parties' war of position against 
ngo activists.

if the ioc successfully negotiated the participation of 
the main trade unions to wsf 2004, conflicts between wsf 
unions and outsider unions were harsh. accusations were 
launched by the latter to the former of cooperating with 
imperialist forces. in an open letter, the joint convener of 
the trade union solidarity committee polemically asked 
about a) wsf 's political approach to imperialism; b) the 
motives to engage in such a resource intensive initiative 
which may be just a talk shop; c) the provenance its funds; 
d) the nature of the wsf; e) the achievement of a class-less 
world. moreover, and this deserves to be quoted in full, 

is it the objective of the wsf to create "another world" where 
workers, businessmen (whether small or big) and even the 
representatives of imperialist governments (who will be 
attending wsf in their "personal capacity") would remain 
together without divided and contradictory interests? since 
the charter of principles of the wsf advocates "mutual" 
recognition among its participant organisations and move-
ments, as well as among the participants and movements, 
and given that the wsf guidelines include workers, on the 
one hand, and businessmen and industrialist, on the other, 
isn't such "mutual" recognition tantamount to workers 
accepting the system of exploitation as it exists?
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the secretary of citu, the union associated to the cpm, 
replied as follows:

 
the wsf is neither a movement nor an organisation (…) 
. it seeks to provide space just for debate, formulating of 
proposals, exchange of experience and visions of another 
world. (...) it is a continuation of the struggle against 
imperialist globalisation. (...) the charter clearly states its 
opposition to "domination by capitalism and any form of 
imperialism". (...) there is an upcoming trend, nationally 
as well as internationally, where ngos claiming to repre-
sent the 'civil society', have been critical of political parties 
and traditional mass movements/organisations. (...) the 
wsf, which is inclusive, diverse and open to pluralism, is 
participated by such ngos as well. (...) utilising the plat-
form of wsf, mass organisations and social movements can 
and have come out with action programmes. (...) the wsf 
process precludes party representations in the forum. but 
this should not be construed to view wsf as an `apolitical' 
forum. globalisation is the political agenda of imperialism 
and resistance thereto also has per force to be political. 

these explanations triggered a further challenge on 
another crucial issue, the use of violence. i quote again 
extensively because these debates were not limited to 
trade union activists but constituted some of the main 
criticism aimed at the wsf both in india and globally by its 
most radical critics. “military organisations” are excluded 
from the wsf, but: 

"military organizations" could be national libera-
tion movements which have had to resort to military 
action against imperialism and colonialism. this label 
could very well have applied in the past to the viet-
namese national liberation front, or to the algerian 
national liberation front, and could apply today, for 
instance, to the plo. (...) the way in which the wsf is 
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funded is a legitimate concern. (...) let us remember 
that previous wsfs were funded by various sources, 
including, for instance, the ford foundation, the un 
development program and the departments of for-
eign affairs of various governments.

this ambiguity, replied again citu’s secreterary, had to 
be put in perspective. the wsf does not claim to include 
all forms of action against neoliberalism, neither to be the 
only initiative against capitalism. wsf activists acknowl-
edge the role of armed independence movements, how-
ever, because of the influence of the liberation theology 
and the gandhian experience it made of non-violence 
wsf ’s unifying strategy. this debate illustrates both the 
complexities and negotiations taking place within the wsf 
and their potentially transformative natur

women’s movements

feminist and women's movements constitute among the 
most inspiring and creative contributions to the wsf. in 
india, the past decades saw a flourishing of organisations 
and alliances around issues of patriarchy, violence and sex-
ual exploitation. the positions vary from grassroots to left 
parties’ women organisations. this difference was reflected 
in the indian wsf. decades of activism and centuries of 
oppression generated conflicts not only between women 
and their male colleagues but also between women hold-
ing ideological, religious and political views. in the wsf, 
these differences ignited strident conflicts between leftist, 
liberal and religious women. 

christian activists focused on spiritual research to 
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establish women as agents of social transformation and 
created in the forum spaces for common meditation 
and silence to express the deepest commitment to non-
violence and as a way to transcend worldly injustice. on 
the other hand leftist and liberal activists discussed, with 
great mobilisation of intellectual and militant energy, if 
the focus of women’s convergence should be patriarchal 
capitalism or capitalist patriarchy therefore stressing the 
capitalist nature of patriarchy or the patriarchal nature of 
capitalism. some women wished to draw a clearer con-
nection between capitalism, imperialism, war and the 
growing inequality between women and men. access to 
livelihoods and resources is increasingly precluded to 
women challenging their autonomy as citizens and as 
individuals. others wanted to be ideologically transparent 
and mention feminism and socialism in title of the wom-
en’s convention. these differences caused frictions in the 
women's mobilisation group that often extended beyond 
the relation between women activist and involved general 
issues of organisational procedures, representation and 
democracy in the whole wsf india. 

a burning issue among women activists was repre-
sented by the intersecting dimensions of oppression and 
exploitation along class, ethnic, religious and caste as 
well as gender lines. when organisational arrangements 
needed to be made and political balances needed to be 
negotiated in committees or panels during the event, 
these intersections originated contentions on the alloca-
tions of places and resources. for some women activist 
gender parity was to be crucial but for dalit activists, for 
instance, gender and caste would have to be negotiated 
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together. things were more complex when gender and 
caste met race. ideological and sectoral juggling involved 
taking contested decision, exposing political balances and 
rehashing debates that some wished to relegate to the 
past, like that according to which gender, race and caste 
issues were determined by class exploitation and would 
eventually disappear in the post-revolutionary society. 

wsf india was plagued by patriarchy. this syndrome 
was common to previous and future forums and consti-
tutes one of the major incongruities of the wsf. the con-
tribution by women to wsf 2004, and to all other editions 
of the forum, was paramount. however, astonishing power 
dynamics and consistent exclusion took place. all the 
women i spoke to about these issues have been consistent 
in denouncing exclusion, patronising and condescend-
ing behaviours, and imbalances between implementation, 
performed by women, and political roles, performed by 
men. as noted also in the first call for a women’s meet-
ing in mumbai towards wsf 2004 “not many women are 
involved in this process at this moment”. in may there was 
still no woman facilitator for any of the ioc’s functional 
groups. the occasion of the launch of the delhi social 
forum provided the opportunity to discuss the concerns 
about the constant marginalisation of women’s issues 
in the wsf and their crucial relevance when addressing 
broader issues of development and labour, justice, equality 
and dignity. although issues of gender imbalances were 
haltingly addressed in the wsf india, the final balance of 
responsibility and power constituted one of the main sore 
spots of the overall process. 
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left parties...
the two main contenders for the wsf india leadership 
were, on the one hand, organisations and movements 
connected with left parties and, on the other, large (and 
not so large) ngos. as the wsf seeks to move away from the 
model of vanguardist and hierarchical party politics and 
experiments alternative organisational forms and con-
figurations, traditional hegemonic strategies by political 
parties (or any other of its participants) are considered 
at odds with the reciprocal learning process that is at the 
core of its methodology of transformation. at another 
level, the hesitation towards party politics is linked to 
that towards representative politics and to a desire to 
explore radically democratic ways of engaging the politi-
cal beyond the logic of demands to the state on which 
party politics is based.

the stand toward political parties described in the 
charter is unequivocal: they are not allowed in the wsf 
although party members are welcome in their personal 
capacity. this aspect of the charter has provoked intense 
debate within and around the wsf. positions range from 
the acknowledgement of the role of parties in modern 
democracy and their role as strategic supporters of the 
wsf on the one hand and, on the other, to the opposition 
against the interference of professional politicians in the 
wsf. others critically assess the historical specificities of 
the relations between civil societies and parties in spe-
cific national contexts without drawing one-size-fit-all 
conclusions.

the anomaly that animates the debate is what many 
consider the lack of correspondence between charter and 
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reality of the wsf. the charter of principles can be consid-
ered a normative document that expresses the aspirations 
of wsf ’s activists but those aspirations are not matched 
by its current organisational logics and the ideology of 
its hegemonic (or aspiring so) participants. in the case 
of brazil almost all the members of the original organis-
ing committee, although not directly answerable to the 
workers party (pt), gravitated in its political area, making 
the distinction between their agenda and that of the pt 
very hard to tell in many cases. in the case of wsf 2004, 
criticisms towards the hegemonic role of the commu-
nist party of india – marxist (cpm) in particular and the 
heavy involvement of the communist party of india (cpi) 
and some currents of the cpi-ml (marxist-leninist) were 
voiced from many sides. single issue movements, ngos 
and grassroots activists found this unacceptable. com-
munist parties performed their hegemonic practices over 
the forum in several ways: by providing a political and 
ideological framework that directed the interpretation 
of the open space, by positioning their members in the 
organisational process, by providing networks of contacts 
and influence with the state bureaucracy and by providing 
human resources and knowledge. the criticism to these 
hegemonic politics ranged from alternative but equally 
hegemonic attempts to profoundly critical approaches of 
hegemony itself considered a remnant of the old politics 
the wsf promised to leave behind.

given the complexity of the indian political sce-
nario and the parties’ conflictual engagement with other 
actors of the indian civil society, the wsf india provided 
itself with a complex regulatory framework to tame the 
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inevitable contradictions. the bhopal document stated 
that parties are not allowed in the wsf as direct organis-
ers and that the indian organisers will abide by the rules 
set by the wsf charter of principles although wsf india 
will have “members of organisations that are affiliated 
with particular parties and it is consulting with leaders 
of political parties as it is with leaders of civil organisa-
tions”. party members are not directly engaged as party 
members but as activists in mass movements and civil 
organisations. this ambiguity, not different from the one 
developed in the brazilian context and elsewhere, has not 
been fully explored in the wsf: political parties have lost 
the trust of many activists but at the same time demo-
cratic politics beyond party politics has not yet been 
explored if not by some imaginative activist networks. 
moreover, some believe that such imaginative practices 
in certain contexts are hardly a democratic and emanci-
patory option. a further passage in the same document 
is enlightening of the complex indian environment and 
shows how the wsf facilitators attempted to create a space 
favourable to new alliances:

the question of the role of political parties in the wsf proc-
ess is under debate. (...). at the level of theory and principle, 
political parties are and can be considered equally as one 
more form of everyday associational life – and therefore 
a part of civil society and as much as civil society is not 
separate from the state but dialectically linked to it. at a 
practical level, there is definitely a burning need for some 
kind of space where party and party-related actors and civil 
(non-party) actors can meet and exchange ideas on a sus-
tained and comprehensive basis (...). we propose that the 
only exception to this rule is that there are some leaders 
whose stature transcends limited party roles and they have 
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acceptability as national level leaders. these leaders can 
be asked to be part of the wsf advisory committee. mass 
organisations although many are lead by people belonging 
to political parties, will naturally be part of the process.

such complex alchemies were deemed necessary in 
india as it was widely believed that it would have been 
difficult if not impossible to organise a wsf without the 
organisational and logistic support of political parties. 
note also, in the quoted passage, how politics and civil 
societies are both constructed and understood in rela-
tion to the state and how political and cultural activism 
is oriented by the state. these and several other partially 
explored ambiguities about the ideological and pragmatic 
disposition of many of the most influential participants 
of the wsf (and this is not true only for the indian and 
brazilian contexts, but it recurred in each incarnation of 
the wsf if with different discursive articulations and con-
flictual aspects in evidence) created considerable tension 
in the wsf 2004, especially between left and ngos activists, 
these rooted in decades long confrontations. in 1988, for 
instance, the then leader of the cpi-m wrote an unmiti-
gated condemnation of the internal enemies of the coun-
try and instruments of the imperial forces whose money 
they were using. he wrote: “by providing liberal funds to 
these groups, imperialism has created avenues to pen-
etrate directly vital sections of indian society and simul-
taneously use this movement as a vehicle to counter and 
disrupt the potential of the left movement”. the approach 
of the cpi-m to ngos has changed somewhat, and the 
debate on resources in wsf india developed sophisti-
cated positions on their access and use in dialogue often 
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with the gandhian concept of self-reliance. however, the 
mutual hesitance and outright mistrust between left and 
ngos activists generated harsh conflicts in mumbai as i 
will discuss in some detail in the next chapter.

...and ngos

the role played by ngos in wsf 2004 was crucial. the 
finance group was lead by renowned ngo activists as it 
was the culture group; ngo activists were involved in 
the programme, international mobilisation and in the 
communication groups. however, ngos were often chal-
lenged within wsf 2004. ngos alleged hegemony was one 
of the reasons why radical activists decided to organise 
a parallel forum (mumbai resistance 2004). a number of 
wsf supporters also stressed the risk of co-option that a 
movement hegemonised by ngos would face given their 
reliance from, and allegiance to, international, govern-
ment and corporate funders.

the organisers of the mumbai event conducted a 
rather sophisticated and indeed painstaking negotiation 
with the ngos’ most radical critiques (which according 
to some confirmed the hegemonic skills of the people 
involved in these negotiations). these mediators, individ-
uals close to both the parties and some of the more “mili-
tant” ngos, explained to radical activists the nature of the 
open space and the facilitation role played by the organ-
isers. they aimed at showing the limited possibilities for 
hegemony and control that ngos, or any other actor, could 
exercise over the wsf. these negotiations notwithstanding, 
political ideologies and organisational cultures conflicted, 
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especially in the last hectic months of the process, over 
the imprint to give to wsf 2004. accusations of being 
archaic characters of a dead way of conducting politics 
(left activists) or instrument of western imperialism with 
a technocratic mentality (ngo members) constituted a 
crucial dimension of some of the harshest conflicts in the 
wsf india. 

at the end, the mumbai event already archived, dur-
ing a meeting held in mumbai in february 2004, a mem-
ber of one of the most involved ngos within the process, 
after offering to facilitate the organisation of the follow-
ing national consultation in bangalore, withdrew her help 
unless some other members either from a trade union or a 
mass movement were involved as well; she also expressed 
her frustration for never receiving recognition for the 
efforts put in the process whereas her belonging to an 
ngo was always remarked negatively. 

given the size and complexity of parties and ngo 
sectors it would be impossible to convey the messiness 
of those fields and the complexity that regulates the 
interactions within their boundaries. it is this messiness 
that represents the most fertile terrain in which activ-
ists sowed the seeds of the wsf culture of politics. these 
plants, they are aware, take a long time to blossom and 
they need daily care. my other preoccupation in sketching 
the complex dynamics at play in the wsf india process was 
to introduce the complexity and the fragmentation of the 
india activist milieu as a background to the ethnographic 
account and discussion of chapter six. the approach to 
this fragmentation and to the conflicts that characterise 
it has often been, in india and in the broader wsf alike, 
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less ambitious than the wsf culture of politics might sug-
gest. wsf india’s facilitators spent an incredible amount of 
energy in fire fighting, playing down or postponing con-
flictual incidents. the transformative principles of wsf ’s 
culture of politics were set aside and conflict transforma-
tion is not part of wsf ’s organisational structure. instead, 
the pragmatics of hegemonic and directive politics are 
preferred. whereas charismatic and authoritative leader-
ship is often inspiring and strategically useful (in certain 
circumstances and according to some activists), it has 
been often perceived by many as second best. activists at 
the heart of the mobilisations that inspired the wsf dis-
engaged from the wsf often on the lack of prefigurative 
ambition by wsf ’s leadership. as a new wave of mobilisa-
tions (the arab spring, occupy wall street, indignados and 
others) points towards the same limitations of charis-
matic and directive leadership and embraces prefigurative 
forms of organisation and difference transformation, this 
conversation between activists regained centre stage. it is 
to this that i turn in the next paragraph. 

the suppression of difference  
in wsf 2004

wsf 2004 worked at the consolidation of the indian civil 
society by starting a process of ideological and strategic 
negotiation among its members on the nature of the 
structural divisions that traverse indian society. at the 
same time, whereas the shared goal of putting together 
the january event helped forcing an effective collabora-
tion between the ioc’s different components, the stress on 
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the event did not allow to engage with conflicts and frag-
mentation in a less than contingent manner. illustration 
of the full recognition by the wsf 2004 organisers of the 
limitations of their approach to difference was the debate 
that took place during the evaluation meeting held in 
mumbai in february 2004 and already referred to above.

in that meeting, detailed references were made to 
issues of inclusion and exclusion, raising concerns about 
the negotiation of the personal, social and political differ-
ences of groups and individuals involved in wsf india. one 
ioc member explained the issues faced in dealing with dif-
ferences: “the wsf process has suppressed differences, not 
created dynamics and space. it was not reconciliation but 
suppression of differences that made us able to organise 
the wsf ”. suppression of differences and hegemonic prac-
tices took place also within the functional groups creating 
“a lot of exclusions”, as stated by a facilitator of one of the 
functional groups. moreover, he added, this situation has 
been magnified by the stress of organising such an event 
and has consequently alienated “many valuable people” 
from the wsf organising groups. the outcome was that 
the mobilisation of indian minorities was weak as it left 
outside muslims, physically challenged, children, human 
rights violation victims and other oppressed constituen-
cies. this was not due to limitations of the mobilisation 
committee, but to the peculiarities of the indian context. 
on this ground, further considerations were articulated by 
other members. i will mention them in passing not with 
the hope to unveil the complexities they conceal but to 
hint at them as to broaden the horizon and the scope 
of the argument made so far that the wsf and the wsf 
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india looked at in more detail here have often been seen 
as a missed attempt to truly negotiate differences beyond 
political interests that end up both reproducing exclusion 
and reinforcing political logics of integration over wsf ’s 
emancipatory vision.

the mobilisation of religious minorities, it was 
claimed referring to the muslims, conflicted with the 
secular nature of the wsf. this statement sounded para-
doxical due to the presence of a catholic priest and a 
catholic nun at that ioc meeting. in the same discussion, 
someone noticed that the programme committee ensured 
that in the opening session of the wsf there were three 
muslim speakers. this should give a clear message on the 
wsf stand on communal issues, especially considered that 
the key events of the wsf were covered by national and 
international press. however, the muslims who were given 
this platform were muslims not living in india discussing 
issues related to iraq, afghanistan and palestine (rather 
than communalism and deadly religious riots in india). 
the conversation on these questions was concluded by a 
symptomatic statement by one of the leaders of the mobi-
lisation committee “for much that we tried the muslims 
did not want to be mobilised”.

when reflecting on the lessons learnt, the majority 
of the members resisted starting discussions that could 
create further fractures that would in turn impede fur-
ther collaboration. besides, said someone, the wsf job has 
been done successfully: “almost all the differences” man-
aged to work together and only in few cases the frac-
ture was inevitable; this is unavoidable, it was added, in 
processes of the size of the wsf. moreover, as stated by 
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an influential member of the programme group, “radical 
differences exist and we have to avoid, playing fairly with 
each other, to bring the conflicts generated by those dif-
ferences into the ioc group, to avoid bigger conflicts”. “we 
have to accept,” he insisted, “that there is no solution to 
some kinds of differences, and we have to learn to live 
with them”. the mission of the wsf india, then, had been 
fulfilled. but a member of the venue and logistics group 
reflected on the wider implications of a half-hearted 
approach to differences and conflicts: “we must realise 
that these sorts of problems have profound organisa-
tional implications. differences are part of our process, the 
charter of principles clearly states that the wsf promotes 
differences, our task is to design specific norms of func-
tioning that help address these problems”. he suggested 
rethinking the architecture of the wsf to address these 
problems, but also to design a conflict mediation frame-
work that facilitated engagement and inclusion. there was 
no time then, and there has been no time since, both in 
india and at the global wsf level, to discuss the impli-
cations of these considerations. if conflict mediation can 
used as a tool of hegemony, transformative approaches 
are possible that can be emancipatory without forcing 
individuals and groups involved to submit either to the 
other or to the overarching institution that guarantees 
the recognition of their individual or collective identity. 
at the same time, they would not be asked to accept their 
integration into a multicultural system on terms that 
colonise their material and symbolic structures of (self ) 
governance.

a shared discourse started to be framed in the 
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evaluation meetings that followed the mumbai event, a 
somewhat shared (or at least widely acceptable) assess-
ment of the wsf india that, at the same time, helped to 
imagine a possible way forward. this shared discourse 
can be summarised as follows. although differences could 
not be easily negotiated and reasons for conflicts per-
sisted, starting a process of communication and engage-
ment with each other in a wide communicative context 
gave single issue movements, mass organisations, ngos, 
and grassroots organisations the chance to interact in an 
unprecedented way. this encouraging beginning promised 
to set the foundations for a more meaningful collabora-
tion both within the wsf context and in alternative con-
figurations of the indian civil society. moreover, wsf india 
allowed the triangulation of many conflicts through the 
wsf global framework (like in the case of the dalit leader 
discussed above) or through transnational alliances to 
which indian activists could refer to in order to sustain 
their demands for inclusion. this, in turn, helped to start 
configuring a potentially global system of accountability 
for the wsf leadership. the conflicts that hit the organi-
sational framework of wsf 2004 helped indian organisa-
tions to elaborate new ways of dealing with old issues 
and this moved often times debates from stalled positions 
to dynamic yet conflictual and contested grounds, as it 
happened with organisational architecture, funding pol-
icy, vision, mission and tactical understanding of radical 
social transformation. those described above were some 
of the most important political and strategic conflicts 
in the wsf 2004 process. in the next chapter i will dis-
cuss how those political conflicts translated into conflicts 



160

within the administrative/managerial framework of the 
wsf ’s mumbai office. 
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six. principles in practice

this chapter represents the climax, as it were, of this book. 
let me briefly summarise my argument so far. wsf ’s activ-
ists envisage a just and equal world society in which each 
individual would be able to realise his or her potentialities 
without threatening to cause human extinction by war 
or ecological disaster. the instruments to achieve these 
objectives would comprise of a) institutional configura-
tions that embody the aspiration of a world without hier-
archies, b) inclusive and democratic knowledge relations 
based on a transformative and emancipatory pedagogy, c) 
articulated mechanisms of conflict resolution, and d) just 
access to resources to emancipate individuals and groups 
from market domination. 

how do these goals and objectives pan out in prac-
tice? to answer this question i recount my experience as a 
volunteer and a researcher in the wsf india mumbai office 
between october of 2003 and january 2004. this chapter 
illustrates the tensions between aspirations and practices 
in an activist environment. in the wsf, as in most move-
ments and activist networks, the disconnect between 
aspirations and daily practices is a crucial space of debate 
and transformative action. in the wsf, the objective of 
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developing a new, prefigurative, political culture demands 
that this disconnect be the space of activist engagement 
par excellence. however such is not always the case and this 
has frustrated activists and incensed critics. this chapter 
details the challenges wsf india’s organisers encountered 
in dealing with issues of knowledge, resources and power 
in their daily organisational practices. 

this is what day-to-day  
activism looks like

the mumbai office of the wsf was made of six open space 
cubicles, a separate finance office, a meeting room and 
a large central hall in which its social life unfolded. at 
the back there was a kitchen where the cook and her 
family prepared food for dozens of staff, volunteers and 
guests. the cubicles hosted six of the eight functional 
groups (liaison had no office, programme was in delhi), 
the organisers of the intercontinental youth camp and the 
administrative and support staff. the population of the 
office was extremely varied. ioc members, staff and vol-
unteers both from india and abroad and a whole host of 
visitors, journalists and researchers. in the evening, doz-
ens more people joined the crowd, coming in for meet-
ings or to socialise.

the mumbai office was an ambitious experiment 
in physical and organisational openness. its doors were 
always open and there was often no evident hierarchi-
cal structure or specific people to refer to for task dis-
tribution and reporting. for its critics, the overall design 
of its operations was messy and inefficient. its advocates 
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instead stressed how horizontal coordination and indi-
vidual commitment were true representation of wsf ’s 
vision. the physical openness of the office and the choice 
to use free software (fs), a debian based distribution of 
the gnu/linux operating system, in all the office comput-
ers were meant to show what the world envisioned by the 
wsf would look like: open, free and yes, perhaps, messier 
than the repressive bureaucratic-militarised state at the 
service of exploitative capital. 

in the office activists wished to prefigure the world 
they struggled for, developing social and human dynamics 
that problematised all forms of dominations and aimed at 
replacing them with emancipatory relationships. a world 
with no hierarchies in which the work is collective and 
decision-making includes all individuals and communi-
ties with a stake in the issue at hand; a world where social 
borders are permeable and continuously transgressed 
in order to dismantle all forms of domination inherent 
in permanent social structures; a world where the bor-
ders between work and leisure, efficiency and creativity, 
responsibility and recognition are not strictly drawn and 
assumed as unchanging. the radical disjuncture between 
means and goals, process and strategy, has been force-
fully challenged by wsf ’s activists, the postponement of 
full inclusiveness, equality and democracy to a future 
post-revolutionary time convincingly discredited, and the 
possibility of dismantling domination by authoritarian 
means has been ridiculed more often than can be men-
tioned here. 

collective decision making in assembly settings, 
facilitated work in smaller working groups, recursive 
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articulation of goals, practices and experiences by all 
involved are some of the experiments aimed at realising 
the long-term objectives of activist collectives. disingenu-
ous or outright adversarial assessments of these experi-
ments have stressed the eventual collapse of collective 
forms of work in activist collectives and networks over 
the past decades. more sophisticated or sympathetic anal-
yses have shown how claiming freedom from domination 
and practicing liberated lives are not one and the same 
thing; how claiming openness, inclusiveness and trans-
parency does not materialise them as if by magic; how 
a pretence of horizontality can transform itself into an 
uncanny tyranny. 

among activists, a caution has been articulated over 
decades of prefigurative experiments: intentional dynam-
ics of liberation need to be practised on a daily basis in 
order to uproot embodied domination. these intentional 
dynamics are neither easy to set in place nor easy to sus-
tain over the long term (transformation is a very slow 
process). activists are aware of this and yet knowing that 
it takes time and being able to mobilise energy and com-
mitment to sustain militant forms of prefigurative activ-
ism are, again, not one and the same thing. wsf activists, 
as previous and current waves of indignant and occupying 
activists, are not immune to the conundrums of prefigu-
rative activism including denial, self-doubt, frustration, 
hopelessness and withdrawal. 

pressed by urgency and anxiety, often motivated by 
instrumental approaches to political interests, dismayed at 
times by the complexities of setting up a wsf event, con-
sciously or unconsciously abdicating to the domination of 
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corporate efficiency to obtain fast results, the activists in 
mumbai achieved less than they had set for themselves. 
some shortcomings were due to inexperience with the 
wsf format, others to the misinterpretation of the politi-
cal and cultural aspects involved in the facilitation of an 
open office, others still to the instrumental use of the wsf 
by some activists for limited political interests. 

when i tried to make sense of the tensions i observed 
in the office as i arrived in mumbai, many told me they 
had to do with the website, others mentioned the author-
itarian and unaccountable behaviour of the finance work-
ing group, in charge of payments and perceived as in 
control of all the resources of the process. some said the 
responsibility was with the media and communication 
group from which the website depended, others pointed 
at the chaotic organisation of the office, the lack of fixed 
roles and responsibilities, leadership, transparency and 
accountability. 

at the same time, issue of broader scope and deeper 
importance were raised in conversations taking place 
in smaller groups and one-to-one. for instance, in a 
long emotional conversation one of the organisers told 
me about her distress at seeing how gender issues were 
remote from the consideration of her fellow activists and 
how “respect” was expected but not reciprocated by the 
majority of male activists who controlled all the resources 
and the decision-making processes of wsf india: that was 
the issue with the office, with the website and with the 
whole wsf, she claimed. at the same time, the organis-
ers of the intercontinental youth camp told me with a 
mix of frustration and resignation of being treated as 
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second-class activists: privileged old and middle-aged 
men were in control of the wsf, that was the problem, 
they told me. more, a foreign female volunteer confessed 
to me her dismay about the behaviour of some wsf mem-
bers towards foreigners and women in particular. 

as in other activist contexts, sexist behaviour was per-
sistent in india, younger activists were bullied and pat-
ronised, and prejudice was latent. the complexity of the 
organisation amplified cultural, personal, social and polit-
ical conflicts. it could have been an extraordinary oppor-
tunity to unearth prejudice and transform it, but the lack 
of an intentional strategy for the mediation of conflicts 
prevented their transformation. conflicts do sometimes 
escalate, and people in conflict do act in ways that can 
be easily shown as inconsistent with their stated goals 
and values (how so much easier to show inconsistency 
between current activist practices and liberated futures). 
what it is perhaps surprising is the reticence to engage 
these otherwise rather common dynamics in a more 
radical way than what was the hesitant strategy often 
deployed in the wsf and more recently among occupy wall 
street activists in new york, as i had the chance to observe.

at the beginning, the website seemed to be the 
core issue. it later became the catalyst of confrontations 
between opposed political fields and mismatched person-
alities. eventually, contagion spread to the whole office 
as trust evaporated between partners and allies and no 
way existed to arrest the precipitous fall. it was not just 
a personal crisis or an organisational failure in a broadly 
successful process (as proven by the january event), it was, 
in the long run, a political debacle and a breakdown of 
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the imagination (as proven by the less than vibrant indian 
wsf today). 

on the other hand, the choice to use free software 
in every aspect of the information system of wsf 2004, 
including the website, made this conflict crucial to the 
debates on wsf ’s cultural politics of knowledge and social 
transformation. what was often described in those days 
by some indian organisers as a misunderstanding on the 
relevance of the software used by wsf activists and a mere 
clash of personalities in the management of the office 
(see below), was also a clash of contrasting political, ideo-
logical and personal interests whose scope extended far 
beyond the information and communication technologies 
used.

it is true that, especially at the beginning, there was 
some misunderstanding on the importance of free soft-
ware for the wsf. indeed, the congruence between the val-
ues of the free software movement and wsf vision went 
relatively unnoticed, especially as far as their implications 
for struggles over knowledge and rights (both political 
and economic), democracy and global citizenship were 
concerned. it is also true, though, that the individuals and 
groups with stakes in the information and communica-
tion technology of the office had a multiplicity of under-
standings that could have been negotiated had all of them 
been involved in an open and horizontal decision-making 
process about free software in the wsf india. 

the actors involved were iwc and ioc members (polit-
ical decision-makers and practical implementers – this 
very division of tasks was, according to many, at the heart 
of so many problems in the wsf india), the management 
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of the office, users of the free software systems, and free 
software activists. the different positions between them 
can be sketchily summarised as follows: for most iwc and 
ioc members the software used was only relatively impor-
tant and its implications for the overall culture of politics 
that the wsf aimed to develop indeed marginal. some did 
link it to claims of self-reliance against software mega-
corporations (microsoft in this case) but they thought of 
it as an issue to be addressed by “techies”. for some activ-
ists of the political left it was a way to implement wsf ’s 
values while at the same time performing their political-
economic approach that set the struggle against corporate 
monopolies at the heart of the struggle against capital. 
they also highlighted that free software allowed indian 
activists to strategically align their choices with those of 
activists across the globe (activists often noted that the 
use of proprietary software, just as selling agri-business 
products at their events, was inconsistent with the values 
of the wsf ) by linking corporate domination, restrictive 
patents and intellectual property rights as the pillars of 
capitalism and, finally, by advocating for the knowledge 
commons which is also at the heart of the free software 
movement’s vision. 

for other members of the coordination group, focus-
ing on such details while at the same time committing 
to deliver the biggest platform-event of civil society ever 
realised in india was inconsiderate, in fact “irresponsi-
ble” as it was mentioned repeatedly at meetings in which 
these issues were discussed. many volunteers and staff, 
moreover, did not understand why so much energy had 
to be invested in learning new software and in constantly 
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tweaking a system under development. finally, the activ-
ists of the free software foundation india were frustrated 
as they didn’t have the chance to provide orientation and 
to illustrate free software’s real potentialities and political 
value. this interweaving of these different and potentially 
conflicting positions did not give life to any formal dia-
logue, positions ossified over time and eventually esca-
lated involving other actors and other thematic fields. in 
this sense, this case is a clear illustration that, over time, 
conflicts tend to become holistic and involve all mem-
bers of a given group, all their beliefs and behaviours, and 
affect all their relationships within, in this case, the wsf 
open space (not to mention their relationships outside 
the workplace). 

the website was indeed a major locus of contention. 
it was probably a poor strategy, for instance, to entrust 
its development to a corporate outfit (with no previous 
experience with free software). a politically aware imple-
mentation and use of free software might have consid-
ered with more care the implications of such choice, in 
particular the de-politicisation of the approach to knowl-
edge practices which instead the decision to use free soft-
ware aimed at challenging in the first place. moreover, the 
relationship with the company in charge of the website 
became rather tumultuous since early in the process. 

what follows is one way of telling the story. in august 
members and organisers complained, both directly to the 
coordinators in charge and via several alternative chan-
nel of communications within the wsf process, about 
the website. it was often down for maintenance, practi-
cally unusable and indeed useless. in october prospective 
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participants sent alarmed emails about their inability to 
be included in the process via the website. de facto, infor-
mation about wsf india was not accessible undermining 
the website objective to create a window of inclusion and 
participation to activists who were not in mumbai.

around the time i arrived in mumbai in early october, 
the conversations revolved around a very limited concern: 
whose fault was it? at the end of october the responsi-
bilities for the website were re-assigned. an ioc mem-
ber personally and politically close to the finance group 
took charge of the relations with the company, while the 
responsibility for the content of the website remained 
with the media and communication group. at the same 
time, from delhi the members of the programme group 
voiced their frustration for the decision to transfer the 
wsf server as such delicate operation risked compromis-
ing the registration of activities for the event which was 
in its most crucial phase. their frustration was increased 
by the opacity of the process through which that deci-
sion was taken. to address this, and other concerns, an 
independent consultant was asked to provide an overall 
review of the wsf india information system. 

due to the international pressure by partners and 
interested commentators and to the need to deliver on 
what seemed increasingly a herculean task (someone in 
those days joked that organising the mumbai event was, 
rather, a sisyphean task), and in order to shape the office 
into a productive work environment amid tensions and 
stress-induced behaviours, many in mumbai seemed sud-
denly forgetful of the values on which the wsf was built. 
according to many whom i interviewed in those days, it 
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was high time that the ioc forgot about open space and 
free software (the failure of the latter considered the 
‘natural’ consequence of the former) and gave space to 
professionals to solve the problems affecting the process. 
hiring a professional consultant to assess the status of the 
information systems was for many a very welcome first 
step in the right direction. 

lack of accountability, transparency, responsibil-
ity and efficiency were affecting the website and other 
aspects of wsf 2004 according to the consultant. in par-
ticular he reported the following in a  widely circulated 
preliminary report: “i have not as yet to date seen such 
gross negligence in a system (…) given the date of the 
conference and the date today, as well as the arrogance in 
the face of absolute incompetence.” suddenly, it downed 
on everyone that what many considered a trivial problem 
threatened to jeopardize the entire event. his final report 
was unequivocal in this sense:

the work [the consultant’s work] has been completed (...) 
despite lacunae severe enough to initiate civil and criminal 
prosecution (...) who is accountable? most importantly, is 
any one of you competent or even trivially qualified, given 
the total absence of any professionalism, crony corruption  
and the least of it is plain incompetency in any manner 
whatsoever to undertake a task of this magnitude? (...) the 
staff there is working under absurd conditions! (...) what 
is the total travel and all related expenditure of all the key 
personnel? (...) before any other disaster of this magnitude 
happens – and there are at least several dozen possibilities. 
choose one – perhaps a stampede. (...). if this is not done 
(“it’s too late”, “you find me another person”, “it’s the proc-
ess” and yes of course lets move him/her to another com-
mittee, split up the committee and such other balderdash 
are nonsense. j’ accuse.



172

the shadow of a stampede fell on the mumbai office 
darkened by the accusations of “crony corruption”. some 
months later, in the evaluation meeting of the overall 
wsf india, held in february in mumbai, a member of the 
venue and logistics group illustrated the extent of the 
unreliability of the website. she focused on the effects on 
accommodation: 

wrong calculation of monies to be sent by delegates for 
booking of room/rooms; duplication of id numbers; miss-
ing data; receiving of blank forms after input from various 
individuals from across the world; mess up in data transfer: 
part of the data sent without any prior intimation to origi-
nal website (...); double code on accommodation because of 
which while other sites received information/mails, accom-
modation did not; back end of exhibition stalls was a big 
mess. the stall were not even numbered sequentially. after 
several attemps at persuading [the company in charge of 
the website] to do the needful it was decided that the data 
be manually handled. (…) that the website did not crash 
and the media centre worked was a result of wsf efforts 
under the supervision (...) of fsf [free software foundation] 
(...). their commitment and hard work enabled the ‘bugged’ 
website to remain functional despite the consistent recur-
rence of many avoidable problems and the presence of [the 
company]. 

these quotes, read in sequence, illustrate the dimen-
sion of the issue discussed: it was not merely a question 
of what software was used. the company in charge of the 
website was consistently criticized both from a political 
and a practical point of view. it would have been wiser, 
many claimed, to allow the free software foundation to 
develop the website in the wsf office (fsf members were in 
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charge of the office system’s maintenance from the begin-
ning and through the whole process). this would have 
allowed content publication in real time, easier and direct 
management, a considerably higher amount of informa-
tion readily available for the hundreds of thousands of 
users around the world (uploading anything through the 
company was such a painful process that not many could 
be bothered to even try), multilingual translation of the 
content that was mainly in english and, moreover, this 
arrangement would have avoided furious political fights 
within the ioc (between allies and adversaries of the com-
pany hired) while at the same time showing institutional 
learning built on previous experience. indeed, in the asf 
as well the same problems were faced with the same 
company.

the vicious cycle generated by the recursive pattern 
of technical and political causes and effects generated an 
investment of material and human resources inconsistent 
with the wsf values. this is more than simple waste of 
resources, it is indeed, in the last instance, a reproduction 
of an unethical system of allocation of resources based on 
relations of domination, precisely what the wsf ’s activists 
are mobilising against. moreover, political and techni-
cal conflicts contributed to the deterioration of personal 
relations and to an atmosphere of suspicion traversed by 
open or subtle oppression and rebellion that undermined 
the possibility of a healthy work environment. in fact, 
many reflected in mumbai in those days, those recursive 
dynamics of conflict escalation undermined the prefigu-
rative character of the wsf experiment altogether. these 
dynamics and the apparent hopelessness in the face of 
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them contributed to undermine the trust that people 
had in their companions, in their shared objective, and 
in the overall adventure of making the world more just, 
equal and sustainable. activists resist, protest against and 
later disengage from contexts (especially in their activ-
ist milieu) where the realisation of their objectives and 
the fulfilment of their aspirations is prevented. many in 
india and elsewhere did disengage from the wsf for these 
kind ofew days after the consultant’s email, one of the 
coordinators of the finance group resigned stating that 
his decision depended on the lack of accountability con-
cerning the website. the continued denial about the mal-
functioning of the website and the aggravating dynamics 
in the mumbai office escalated further. the distress caused 
by these conflicts might have been negotiated by applying 
the values of the wsf to the organisational setup through 
a set of specific guidelines (or hallmarks) to engage con-
flicts. indeed, the need for rules and regulations was 
voiced in those days with great energy from many places 
especially, as in the case of the resignation of the finance 
member mentioned above, by those who would, given the 
circumstances, police and take direct political advantage 
from those rules and regulations (see below). 

transparent transformative guidelines could have 
helped mediate the conflicts discussed above (and 
below). however, when the opportunity was created to 
discuss these issues, strong objections were raised. argu-
ments were made that dealing with gnu/linux related 
problems in a political way might amount to tamper-
ing with potentially uncontrollable conflicts. given this 
state of affairs the iwc preferred not to interfere (and 
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some members braced themselves for the worse). in the 
following weeks relationships and conflicts continued 
to be dealt with on an emergency basis with a gradual 
and constant increase of anxiety, frustration and feeling 
of urgency. as the latter was increasingly warrented as 
time went by, it in turn legitimised both frustration and 
disappointment. moreover, the accusations voiced by the 
consultant provoked a sudden worsening in the relation-
ships, already tense, between working groups and office 
coordinators, staff and volunteers. the wsf mumbai office 
increasingly became a fragmented social space devoid of 
trust and interpersonal commitment a space in which, 
thanks to that fragmentation, strong men (sic!) had free 
hand. in other words, as the going got tough, the tough 
got going. and if among those who resisted until the end 
the blues brothers’ motto was repeated with pride, for all 
the others the motto uncannily represented the dominant 
sexist culture the wsf stood against.

the resignations of one of the coordinators of the 
finance group (with an ngo background) shook the proc-
ess and not only for the implications on the disbursement 
of monies. the consultant had denounced racketeering, 
corruption, incompetence, lack of accountability, undem-
ocratic practices, political struggles and hidden hierar-
chies; now one of the most influential members of the 
indian wsf was resigning due to, as he explained, incom-
petence, arrogance and boastful behaviours by some ioc 
members protected by powerful political lobbies. his 
grievances were aimed at the media and communica-
tion group close to the trade unions and the left par-
ties. the debate that followed shows the potentialities 
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of an intentional arrangement for conflict mediation. 
in this case, instead, the mediation was mostly informal 
and based on the authoritativeness of those who self-
appointed themselves as mediators. the negotiations of 
the latest crisis ignited by the website management lasted 
a week. the emergency meeting to discuss the crisis was 
different from all previous meetings. for the first time it 
was a “closed” meeting. the motivations for this secrecy 
were reported in the minutes: “since this meeting would 
discuss the resignation of one of the ioc members it would 
be confined only to ioc members”. along with the resig-
nations, other questions were discussed in that meeting. 
another interesting dynamic played itself in that meet-
ing: given the situation, many otherwise non-negotiable 
issues were not only negotiated but indeed avowed. as if, 
some suggested in those days, once the resigning party 
realised that his raise could not be matched by the other 
party, he raised the stakes even further. although from 
delhi supporters of the losing party vigorously reminded 
everyone that though each ioc member was crucial no 
one was indispensable. things proved to be very different. 
this one member turned out to be irreplaceable and this 
is how, in the secret meeting many other issues found a 
way in the negotiations.

according to the minutes, the first point of the 
agenda dealt with “some complaint regarding the content 
and wording of communication that goes out of the wsf 
mailbox”. it was therefore proposed that whenever office 
staff responded to any emails a copy should automati-
cally be marked to a member of the delhi office so that 
some amount of monitoring can be carried out. moreover, 
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“some guideline on protocol when receiving phone calls 
should also be laid out for the office staff ”. the discussion 
included further issues: “it was felt that although the staff 
should have certain autonomy in office functioning that 
does not preclude office discipline. members decided that 
when the steering group on office functioning meets it 
should also draft guidelines of functioning of office staff 
including disciplinary issues” (italics added). some were 
baffled by this language (and this was only what made it 
into the public minutes). these attitudes towards organi-
sational culture and practices were inconsistent with 
wsf ’s culture of openness and horizontality envisioning 
democratic, participatory and transparent decision-mak-
ing processes about working conditions negotiated by all 
those affected rather than imposed by a self-appointed 
leadership. the sort of armed truce established among 
mumbai based ioc members helped solve the latest crisis 
but dug, at the same time, a deep cleavage between them 
and the staff by making evident what had previously been 
suspected, the existence of a multi-layered hierarchical 
system in the wsf office. 

a full restructuring of the office took place at that 
meeting. new people got involved, others changed roles. 
the overall changes in the structure of the office involved 
the relations between coordinators of the office and coor-
dinators of the working groups and their role in the office. 
the restructuring was meant to redraw the terrain of the 
conflict between two warring factions instead of dealing 
with the conflict itself, at least that was the stated intent. 
however, although the atmosphere seemed rather sedate 
after that meeting, it was obvious to everyone that those 
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conflicts would reappear at the next opportunity. the con-
sultant’s accusations about the treatment of the staff were 
not discussed at that meeting. in fact, the opposite was 
true: disciplinary and control measures were decided. the 
staff resented the exclusion from the meeting, and even 
more the reference to disciplinary regulations. this led to 
the opening of a new front in the office conflicts.

the accusations about the staff ’s undisciplined behav-
iour translated, few weeks later, into an official letter sent 
by the reinstated finance group member and now also 
office coordinator to a staff member (a young woman in 
her early twenties). the letter described the staff ’s behav-
iour as unprofessional, unkind and impolite and asked 
for a written reply to another letter which was sent to 
the office coordination by one of the auditors. in that let-
ter the auditor alleged that the staff member in question 
would have favoured one of the suppliers and obstructed 
the disciplinary intervention against that contractor by 
hiding evidences and slowing down the monitoring proc-
ess of his performance. moreover, to the repeated inquires 
by members of the wsf she allegedly responded rudely. 
the response to that letter was a joint staff action against 
the coordination of the office. a petition was circulated to 
stop the “systematic harassment” against the staff. the text 
of the petition illustrates some aspects of the workplace 
politics in the office:

the real responsibility of dealing with issues concerning the 
entire office has been lost in the midst of the continuous 
jugglery of the responsibility for office functioning. (…) 
we need clarification on the following: a) who is being 
appointed, b) how have they being appointed, c) what is 
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the scope of their work. (…) it is only because of our strong 
belief in what the wsf stands for that the staff has never 
resorted to expressing concerns in such an explicit man-
ner. however, it is evident that this sort of harassment that 
we undergo is contrary to all the principles of the wsf. we 
demand an immediate stop of the systematic harassment 
and also an explanation for the above. in absence of an 
immediate and appropriate response, we would be forced 
to take up the employment practices of the wsf 2004 with 
the entire igc, iwc, ioc, boc, ic and the funders of the wsf 
2004.

this letter was drafted in close collaboration with 
members of the media and communication group. its lan-
guage reflects the main issues of the confrontation that 
took place between left and ngo activists at the crucial 
meeting regarding the finance coordinator resignations. 
a conflict involving political and ideological differences 
and issues of resources management aggravated by per-
sonal idiosyncrasies was fuelled by the lack of a consistent 
organisational structure and took the shape of a personal-
ity clash between actors aiming at conquering the leader-
ship of the office fuelling, in the process, complementary 
conflicts involving others, in fact everyone else. that the 
conflict involved middle-aged men in search of personal 
affirmation did not escape anyone i spoke to but the con-
sequent assessment varied greatly from condescension to 
outright outrage (the conflict was often compared to a 
cock fight and the people involved were often referred 
to by some as “cocks”). others with emphatic words told 
me that the men fighting in the arena were no more 
than slave gladiators of a much wider conflict fought by 
those with real power and that as in all wars old men 
sent younger men to fight on their behalf. doubtlessly, a 



180

suggestive imagine. 
after signing the petition, staff and volunteers took 

part in a meeting with the coordinator of the office who 
had sent the “harassing” letter. the main issue discussed 
was personal accountability. the ioc had severe difficulties 
in matching resources and individuals, appointments had 
little to do with personal skills, he said. however, under 
his coordination, management and accountability were 
tackled in “a much more professional manner”. he illus-
trated a distinction between the office and the political 
organisation of wsf india and opposed them on the basis 
of the opposition between politics and management. 
moreover, he claimed to privilege the latter as the space 
where things “got done”. in several critical moments dur-
ing the organisational process of wsf 2004, arguments of 
this kind were advanced by different actors (see also chap-
ter three). the broad implication was always that politics 
should be prevented from interfering with the imple-
mentation of its decisions. other times, as in this case, a 
more substantial suspicion towards politics made some 
burst into expressions of full understanding of the reasons 
why “neoliberalism [was] successful because it gets things 
done” (as an ioc member told me in an interview). 

the meeting was successful, but other fractures 
appeared in the office as a consequence of the new divi-
sions of roles and responsibilities. few days after, some 
staff members had, over lunch, a conversation about the 
it staff. many felt that “they could keep the office staff on 
their toes because they could fix their computers” (as one 
of the office staff told me). no one understood how the 
gnu/linux system worked and, when asked, the it support 
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staff explained things with an incredible show of obscure 
technical jargon. later a staff member explained to me her 
frustration: 

“i got used to the basic linux features pretty soon…the 
only problems that i always faced was with the printer. in 
fact, everyone in the office seemed to be having the same 
problems, and at that time all the technical help that we 
had gave some technical explanation which i could never 
understand…solved the problem in a jiffy only to have it 
messed up again in half an hour. at that time i thought it 
was because linux is new…plus these guys must be recently 
trained in it…but they have not been trained to commu-
nicate with the user. their attitude always gave the vibes 
that the problem was too small to bother them and that 
we were a dumb lot to solve it ourselves. the natural reac-
tion was that the staff shifted from being polite and under-
standing to rude and bullying the technical help.”

frustration ran high; the new efficiency, business-like, 
professional approach put further pressure on the it staff. 
they responded to the pressure with a complex mix of 
foot dragging and defensive arrogance. no one was able to 
engage, for instance, their flow of jargon, let alone assess 
its worth. if until then the office staff had been united 
against the leadership of the office, now a cleavage had 
fractured that unity opening one more front in the office. 
and consequently, tension climbed even higher. 

the 18 december (six weeks from the event) the web-
site was down and the email system didn’t work. staff 
wandered in the office, the technicians looked engrossed 
in their work. during lunch, one of technicians told the 
office staff, sarcastically enough but not in an aggressive 
fashion, to relax and enjoy the fact that as the system was 
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down they could rest while they were still paid. someone 
tried to explain to him how our work ethics was different 
than that, but with not much conviction as doubts tainted 
the thoughts of many of us. if the malfunctioning of the 
system was indeed due to corruption as the consultant 
had denounced, and if disciplinary measures were applied 
by the office leadership to its staff, why shouldn’t the staff 
feel relieved from their moral duties and rejoice at the 
opportunity not to work?

on the 26 december all the confrontations in the 
office reached what seemed to be the inevitable climax. in 
my notes i reported a conversation with one of the people 
in charge of the system: “there was a very heated meeting 
about the management of the office and the media centre 
at the venue. the free software foundation received attacks 
from many sides because of all the problems we had at 
the office with computers and servers and because of the 
website. finance asked with strong voice that we revert to 
windows. they said that with windows we wouldn’t have 
technical problems and confrontations between those 
sustaining free software and those opposing the lack of 
accountability and the shameful incompetence of the 
people who were implementing those systems.” the attack 
was not reiterated and eventually the media centre ran on 
a distribution of gnu/linux prepared by the fsf india for 
the wsf and it was listed as one of the most resounding 
successes of wsf 2004.

this was not, however, the end of the conflagrations 
that accompanied the wsf india process. i mentioned 
above of the pieces of furniture flying out of the office 
window at the venue and the conflict between some 
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international volunteers and some local office staff and 
organisers. that incident may look very different when 
set in the context of the conflicts taking place in the 
office. it is however time i reflect on these narrative and 
on its implications for discourses on activists organisa-
tion, transnational networking, conflict negotiation and 
transformation. 

conflict and prefigurative politics

when i arrived in mumbai, i was struck by the tension 
that pervaded the wsf office. many considered these con-
flicts could compromise the january event and waste the 
energy invested in the wsf. when i asked what was and 
could be done to engage those conflicts, i was told that 
the only hope was that they would not escalate. when 
i wondered if mediation could be tried, i was asked to 
consider the transient nature of wsf india and its limited 
mandate. others, mentioned the impossibility of resolving 
“personality clashes” between leaders (or aspiring leaders). 
others, finally, pointed towards the many informal media-
tions that did take place.

however, from the pre-figurative point of view cen-
tral to the innovative culture of politics introduced by the 
wsf, no contingent process aiming at transforming world 
society could be so time-bound to defy attempts to nego-
tiate the conflicts that traverse it. or, in other words, no 
urgency can be such that the conflicts that generated it in 
the first place cannot be dealt with. the extension of life-
or-death matters to political organising might not apply 
in many contexts and definitely not to the wsf. 
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the conflicts in the mumbai office were entailed by 
the relative positions occupied by the actors involved 
in the indian political scenario. the central conflict was 
between some left and ngo activists and this diagnosis 
was pretty much universal among those to whom i spoke. 
i should however mention, before proceeding, that some 
commentators and some of those i had the chance to 
talk to in those days or later, highlighted how this was a 
conflict played within a coherent political field and that 
the real conflicts, the conflict that mattered, engaged left 
and ngo activists on one side and all those marginalised 
by their politics, on the other (in the case of wsf 2004 
they were adivasi and muslim activists just to mention the 
most glaring exclusions). 

exasperation often loomed over the office, and a 
pernicious lack of trust resulted which in turn made col-
laborative work increasingly difficult and less inspiring 
than many hoped (especially among those who offered 
their volunteer work in exchange of the experience). 
the most striking consequences of those conflicts were 
a substantial waste of resources (human and material), a 
lower quality of the work produced, widespread stress and 
unhappiness, and the failure to implement an effective 
institutional learning process to further develop the wsf 
india process. the implications of these experiences might 
have reverberated over the years both in india and glo-
bally contributing to feed the doubts of the wsf ’s detrac-
tors and eventually making many declare it a concluded 
experience.

these outcomes, not limited to the indian case and 
observed both in south america and africa, might not 
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be inevitable and can contribute to developing alterna-
tive approaches. groups are inherently conflictual, even 
activist ones, just as society is, and this is more so under 
pressure. if proactively dealt with conflicts can result in 
considerable group and individual development. to fully 
appreciate the nature of conflicts they should be consid-
ered within the broader organisational framework and 
its context and in relationships with leadership styles, 
organisational values and aspirations. these issues have 
been discussed above and the transformative approach 
introduced. here, i wish to attend in more detail to the 
constitutive features and the relevance of this framework 
in the context of conflict mediation and negotiation. a 
transformative approach to conflict mediation has wider 
implications in all aspects of activists’ organisation and is 
congruent with the values and the prefigurative politics 
of, broadly speaking, the alterglobalisation movement.

to appreciate the implications of conflicts it is useful 
to consider the parties involved and their (social) posi-
tions, their specific (political) interests and their benefits 
or losses in case of its continuation or resolution (the 
political-economy of the conflict). an accurate review 
of the historical, cultural and personal roots of the con-
flict would contribute to explain its nature, consequences 
and possible ways of resolution, this in turn involving all 
those involved (in a very inclusive and expansive sense) 
and their interpretations (discourses). a look at (organisa-
tional) structures would help assess some other relevant 
dynamics at play in conflict by highlighting the spe-
cific contexts (arenas) of competition between different 
groups in conflict, if cooperation among members of the 
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organisation is hindered by specific individuals or groups 
driving “imperialist dynamics” (as often reported of both 
finance and media & communication in wsf 2004) and, 
also, if the communication (formal and informal) among 
members of the same network or organisation allows 
everybody to know what others are doing and how 
that affects their work. assessing power imbalances and 
dynamics between individuals and groups may help shed 
considerable light on what contributes to conflict. at the 
same time it is important to assess if the conflicts in ques-
tion are about resources (money, assets, space) and if they 
involve human and social needs for recognition. other 
aspects may need to be considered related to the unique 
context of each conflict.

often, contingent organisational needs seem to 
invoke much faster assessments and resolutions than such 
comprehensive approach may allow, while at the same 
time, and from a more action oriented approach, dramatic 
conflict meet urgent deadlines and project management 
frameworks which call for a timely settlement. these atti-
tudes are often motivated by genuine concerns about the 
destructive effects of conflict, they are argued on the bases 
of fear of their destructive powers, and are fuelled by a 
partial understanding of their creative potentials. i argue, 
instead, that transformative mediation could both limit 
the incidence of regressive conflict outcomes and, at the 
same time, allow time and space for progressive conflicts 
to play their constructive role. beyond mechanistic, tech-
nocratic and depoliticising approaches to organisations, 
systematic and deliberate approaches to conflict may 
allow the development of activist organisations and the 
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achievement of their goals. according to this view indi-
viduals and their roles, attitudes, interests, beliefs and 
values, as well as rules, norms, values, practices and goals 
of the organisation are interlinked. looking at the pat-
terns of interactions between those factors, rather than 
at single factors (in reductionist approaches), allows to 
appreciate how those systems work in mutually consti-
tutive dynamics among its components. transformative 
mediation could, therefore, be thought of  in opposition 
to a managerial framework to direct or force agreement 
(through arbitration, for instance, or by coercion) but a 
space (an open space) to support those in conflict in their 
effort to transform their conflict. in this sense, a trans-
formative approach to conflict would not create a mere 
add-on structure to the activist organisations or networks 
by it would be a shared sensibility formally and infor-
mally practised by all as a way to prefigure the vision they 
wish to accomplish through working together.

while delving further into transformative approaches 
to conflict mediation goes beyond the scope of this book, 
it is useful to illustrate, sketchily but hopefully not too 
abstrusely, which of their features make them particularly 
apt in helping to negotiate conflicts. moreover, i believe 
that these considerations could be particularly useful in 
the context of transnational activist networks like the 
wsf and the alterglobalisation movement. transforma-
tive mediation is preferred to directive and managerial 
approaches as indicated above. transformative mediations 
can restore constructive human interactions by contribut-
ing to balance, in the perception and behaviours of those 
engaged in conflict, the concern with self-interest and the 
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connection with the other at the heart of social groups’ 
and society’s cohesion. eschewing the simplistic binaries 
of selfishness and altruism in understanding what drives 
individuals, this approach to otherness and conflict on the 
one hand fully embodies the value system of the wsf ’s 
charter of principles and, on the other, can contributes to 
fully embed those values in the activists’ daily practices.

transformative mediation can catalyse interactions 
that allow those involved in conflicts to free themselves 
from the individual or group self-referentiality gener-
ated by conflict dynamics. such self-referentiality inhibits 
social cohesion and, in social movements, creates the frag-
mentation often referred to as the single-most important 
cause of political failure. mediation focuses therefore on 
facilitating self-empowerment and mutual recognition. 
in this context empowerment has an expansive meaning 
both in relation to the reflexive individual perception of 
strength and ability to coherently pursue one’s goals and 
to relational power dynamics. depending on the context 
and extension of the conflict considered, the dynam-
ics involved and the consequent demands may refer to 
political-economic and social questions relating to both 
individual and collective actors involved. by the same, 
inclusive, token recognition is understood as a demand 
by both individual and groups for acknowledgement and 
empathy about their demands, interests and predica-
ments. at the same time, the demand for recognition does 
not imply a submissive understanding of identity forma-
tion (existence and self-understanding and acceptance as 
depending on the “powerful” other) but a sophisticated 
understanding of the mutuality intrinsic to all human 



189

relations (including oppressive and exploitative relations). 
the recognition of this mutuality is emphatically stressed 
in the context of the alterglobalisation movement and is 
referred to as a key condition for self- and group eman-
cipation. this understanding of emancipation is central to 
other disciplinary and militant contexts like, for instance, 
the critical pedagogy invoked in wsf ’s vision.

moreover, the foundational roots of transformative 
mediation in relational approaches to society are strongly 
influenced by feminist scholarship and activism. such 
approaches stress the dialogic role in self- and society for-
mation and transformation making them consistent with 
the values expressed in the wsf charter. like in the char-
ter and in the wsf discourse on change, mediation’s goals 
are not to directly transform society and its institutions. 
instead, the transformation of conflicts may ignite proc-
esses of individual and relational change which would in 
turn lead to wider institutional and social changes. from 
the methodological point of view as well, this approach 
is consistent with the wsf as it perceives its role in glo-
bal transformations as facilitator of a context, a safe and 
open space, which provides activists with opportunities 
for mutual recognition and empowerment. empowered 
activists would be, in turn, more effective in the pursuit of 
their political goals. 

activist conundrums

the wsf mumbai office was a stage on which some of the 
tensions that traverse local, national and transnational 
activist spaces played their dramatization. issues related 
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to information management resonated with broader 
conflicts for the leadership over the process and became 
the sounding board of complicated webs of deep-rooted 
conflicts. the wsf india envisaged the possibility to bridge 
its organisational architecture (see previous chapter) to 
its epistemological struggle and vision for global trans-
formation (see chapters three and four) by adopting free 
software. as one of the organisers put it at the evaluation 
meeting, one of the most important achievements of the 
wsf india was that “all the information management has 
been done without microsoft” (this is almost true as the 
finance group never took the leap and always used micro-
soft windows). this was meant as an insurgent approach 
to technology, knowledge, organization, culture, society 
and global transformation. the choice of gnu/linux aimed 
at challenging the discourse of oppression linked to the 
development and deployment of knowledge technologies. 

indeed, free software advocates were adamant that 
the references made by some of its detractors, even 
within the wsf, to alleged efficiency limitations expressed 
a politically disempowering language which replicated 
de-politicising discourses (technocratic discourses of effi-
ciency over access for instance) and practices that the wsf 
struggled against. the wsf chose free software as one more 
way to support its struggle against marginalization and 
unequal distribution of resources; it was a choice against 
corporate domination and intellectual property rights 
and for the knowledge commons. but as this choice was 
not widely negotiated, it eventually was not fully owned 
by all affected by its implementation. the analyses of the 
conflict reported above highlighted the different and 
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often contrasting perceptions held by organizers, fs users, 
wsf participants, and fs activists. even more importantly, 
they reflect on the deep-rootedness of oppression and its 
embeddedness in discourses whose alleged self-evidence 
(efficiency, productivity, rationality) is ideologically nat-
uralised and forcefully removed from the realm of the 
political.

claiming that windows was more efficient (merit-
based argument) would end up endorsing the position 
of a monopolistic corporation whose market domina-
tion underpinned the widespread belief in its superior 
product quality. free software activists challenged these 
privileges at the cost of some loss in efficiency. moreover, 
they suggested to look at efficiency itself in less “win-
dows-friendly” way as dominant market positions allow 
to impose discriminatory standards of assessment. social 
and human development, instead, recall the reason why 
the wsf chose its very name to stand against the world 
economic forum: economic efficiency was destroying 
humanity and the planet, only a stress on humans and 
the social could turn things around.  the heated debates 
on the aim of the mumbai office structure saw confron-
tations between goal oriented  activists who stressed 
competence and achievement and process advocates who 
stressed inclusion and experimentation. for the former, 
job selection should be a competitive process based on 
professional merit, for the latter it is better based on per-
sonal commitment.  

these contentions were build on a double set of dual 
oppositions (themselves constructed rather than ontolog-
ical): in the first instance, they represent the description 
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of a decades-long conflict between traditional left and 
ngo activists over technocratic or political approaches 
to social change (the media and communication group 
advocating free software and the finance group demand-
ing the return to windows, for instance). at the same time, 
these debates represented the collision of two different 
understandings of politics: the “old” of traditional left 
organisations (parties, trade unions) and ngos, and the 
“new” represented by the free software movement and 
the “open space” advocates. pre-figurative activism of the 
kind the wsf wishes to practice, is facilitated by horizontal 
networks as vertical structures are inherently competitive 
and based on comparative and exclusive epistemologies 
aiming at justifying the domination of the few over the 
many. horizontal structures, instead, foster collaborative 
attitudes among their members and present more radi-
cal challenges to unjust and unequal global social struc-
tures. in the indian wsf, no pure version of either extreme 
was evident and the opposition was merely discursive 
aimed at making the underlying conflicts evident in their 
semantic representation. organisational cultures clashed 
but, indicatively enough, the conflict escalated due to a 
struggle for leadership involving two contenders sharing 
similar hierarchical organisational practices and outlooks.

in mumbai, conflicts of organisational cultures were 
aggravated by the impossibility to establish open nego-
tiation processes. however, resolving miscommunication 
and misunderstandings while aiming at uprooting intol-
erance and discrimination is not easy. it is a process that 
presents its challenges and setbacks and at times activists 
too take refuge in abstraction and denial. and even among 
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activists are those who manipulate frustration for politi-
cal interest. these are common group dynamics and wsf 
activists aim at creating spaces where these dynamics can 
be safely elaborated. however, practices as those discussed 
in this chapter, aiming at stifling conflicts or at turning 
their mediation into a technical exercise of people’s man-
agement and conflict containment reproduce dynam-
ics against which the wsf mobilise. on the other hand, 
horizontal organisation does facilitate conflict resolution, 
but horizontality cannot be simply named into being. 
it requires, instead, the articulation of an intentional 
institutional configuration that performs openness and 
inclusiveness challenging structural and political margin-
alisation. the mediation of conflicts in mumbai, instead, 
was often a shadowy process concluded by “gentlemen’s 
agreements”, but wherever “gentlemen’s agreements” 
replace openly negotiated arrangements, “gentlemen” 
impose their hegemony. conflicts are not exorcised by 
stating that an open space is devoid of power dynam-
ics. instead, cultural, social and political conflicts need 
to be engaged to avoid their escalation. a sophisticated 
understanding of conflict and conflict resolution within 
the framework of wsf ’s values would stress transforma-
tion and emancipation over management and settlement. 
its alleged inability to re-articulate relationships between 
activists from different backgrounds makes some believe 
the wsf is failing to create a truly global activist alliance. 
in the next chapter i conclude this book reflecting on 
wsf ’s impact and its future.
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seven. a globalising alliance

wsf 2004 aimed at addressing both activists’ global aspira-
tions and their local contingencies. it aimed at doing this 
by strengthening the globalising wsf process in the sub-
continent and by laying the foundations of an indian alli-
ance against neoliberalism, casteism and communalism. 
the organiser’s evaluation of wsf 2004 concluded that, 
despite limitations and difficulties, the wsf had achieved 
both its aims. in fact, the assessment process established 
that wsf 2004’s success surpassed expectations. the high-
lights were its size, its greater inclusiveness compared to 
previous wsf and comparable events in india, the diversity 
of the participants and the innovations introduced in the 
programme methodology and in the architecture of the 
physical space. 

reflecting on wsf 2004’s contributions to the indian 
civil society and to the globalising

) wsf movement can be useful in order to assess 
nature and challenges of the relationship between 
regional forums and the global wsf movement in light, for 
instance, of the current drive to expand the wsf process in 
the maghreb-mashreq region and, at the same time, it can 
help to consider the future of the wsf itself (the subject of 
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the next chapter) and, perhaps, the developments of the 
alterglobalisation movement. 

at a more abstract level, activists’ evaluations 
highlight how outcome and impact assessment, 
inspired by wsf ’s values and conducted according to 
its methodology, are not only crucial to understand 
the influence and future developments of the alter-
globalisation movement but, perhaps more impor-
tantly, they provide the opportunity to challenge the 
dominant knowledge paradigms underlying main-
stream outcome and impact assessment approaches. 
just to mention one limitation of those assessment 
benchmarks, wsf transformative potentialities are 
often tested against short-term political successes. 
wsf activists, instead, believe that meaningful trans-
formation takes place in the medium to long term 
and it has also social, cultural and personal compo-
nents. prefigurative movements are, therefore, better 
understood as slow movements whose goal is deep 
social and cultural change as opposed to fast revolu-
tionary movements aiming only at upsetting politi-
cal settlements. 

wsf india’s legacy

wsf 2004 was a turning point for the wsf. in mumbai the 
subaltern took the stage to protest their growing mar-
ginalisation, dalits and adivasi participated in great num-
bers reversing the brazilian trend of mainly white, middle 
class and highly educated participants; wsf 2004 intro-
duced new issues in the global debate such as religion 
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as political context, the centrality of war for the expan-
sion of neoliberalism in asia and the discrimination on 
the basis of descent and profession; for the first time the 
financial management of the forum was partially negoti-
ated during open meetings; cultural performances were 
given central role as political instrument; the mobilisation 
was more inclusive geographically and sectorally than 
ever before; the programme was only partially centrally 
designed and for the first time the information systems 
ran free software.

however, some shortcomings were highlighted dur-
ing the evaluation process. the wsf, both at its global and 
local levels, was accused of suffering the organisational 
dysfunctions of present world society, such as gigantism 
and centralism, and of being a mundane event for social 
change brokers. the diversity of voices, colours, songs, 
dances and slogans parading in mumbai gave partici-
pants an energetic boost, but no real change was brought 
about. critics further exposed inconsistencies between 
the claimed features of the other world advocated by 
the organisers and the reality of a forum where builders, 
cleaners, security guards, mostly low caste, did not partic-
ipate in what they worked for even though their employer 
criticised exploitative and alienating work relationships. 
wsf 2004, it was recognised, was gendered, racialised and 
casteised; disabled peopled had to struggle to access the 
venue; hierarchies were reproduced between vip speak-
ers, members of the mainstream press, and party and civil 
society leaders on one side and participants on the other. 
such concerns do recur frequently and often in similar 
terms not only in the wsf but also among activists of the 
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latest expressions of the alterglobalisation movement. it 
is once the iatus between aspirations and actual achieve-
ments that often frustrates activists. 

to assess relevance and implications of both praises 
and criticisms, wsf 2004’s organisers held a two-day eval-
uation meeting at the end of february. that meeting set 
the path for the future of the wsf in india. the conflict 
between left and ngo activists, between political and civil 
society engagement, was the backdrop against which all 
other issues were discussed. in what follows i mention 
some of the issues discussed. although many acknowl-
edged that the indian process extended the boundaries 
of internal democracy in the wsf, a lot still needed to be 
done about the authoritarian behaviour of the activists 
belonging to bigger and more powerful organisations and 
the consequent opacity of the decision-making processes. 
the organisational structure of the wsf was discussed in 
detail. as the ioc had completed its mandate it should be 
dissolved and further stress would be put in expanding 
the igc and the iwc (focusing on state processes in order 
to make them more inclusive). more controversial was the 
proposal to institute wsf coordination offices in all indian 
states. it was agreed that the organisational restructuring 
had to put specific attention to both political and mana-
gerial/administrative issues and a “flat” design was sug-
gested with no head and many centres consistent with 
wsf aspirations of openness and horizontality. moreover, 
the criteria with which members of groups and coordina-
tors were chosen needed to be rethought in order to avoid 
the kind of political settlements frequent in the indian 
polity based on clientelism and nepotism and from which 
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civil society was not immune. finally, working groups 
were appointed to carry out the documentation, support 
the social audit and define the political aims of wsf india. 
a coordinating office was setup in delhi. 

if the debate on the organisational structure centred 
on the infrastructure needed to fulfil the aspirations of 
a national alliance, the complementary issue was repre-
sented by the self-educational process needed to ignite 
the emancipation of the participants in this alliance. the 
programme of wsf 2004 was scrutinised and suggestions 
made for the future. the programme reflected indian spe-
cificities. religious fanaticism, casteism, communalism, 
dowry related issues, child labour, sexual rights, infor-
mal sector and employment were at its core. but while 
the content was rich and varied the lack of interactions 
between speakers and audience in both big and small 
events was criticised as a form of indoctrination more 
similar to passive learning than to the construction of 
shared knowledge.

the same tension between indoctrination and par-
ticipatory learning developed when discussing the mobi-
lisation for the event. filling the open space with a critical 
mass of participants was the interest of the organisers and 
although the mobilisation for mumbai was more inclusive 
than in previous wsf events, the reduced participation of 
peasants and adivasi and the absence of muslim activists 
were acutely felt. whether the inclusiveness of the open 
space revealed clear limitations, the stress on mobilisation 
highlighted dynamics of activity and passivity between 
mobilisers and mobilised that are at odds with wsf ’s 
cultural politics. the shortcomings of the mobilisation 
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highlighted the need to politically engage social and cul-
tural differences in india to fulfil wsf ’s mission to create 
new political subjects by facilitating identity and status 
negotiation between potential allies. as shown earlier in 
this book, on the nature of those negotiations some have 
radical ideas that involve a reformulation of identities and 
beliefs of those involved, others a limited approach to 
strategic political alliance with in mind to increase politi-
cal bargaining power. 

in the evaluation meeting, members showed uncer-
tainty about the way wsf india had dealt with differences. 
a member stated that “the wsf process has suppressed dif-
ferences and not created dynamics and space. it was not 
reconciliation of differences but suppression that made 
us able to organize the wsf ”. to confirm this attitude, 
at another evaluation meeting that took place in delhi 
few days before the mumbai one, it was agreed not to 
talk about acrimonies and differences to avoid fractures 
among allies. the following incident took place during the 
mumbai evaluation meeting and illustrates the approach 
to conflict by many in the wsf india. one of the facilitators 
of the culture group expressed disappointment for the 
way in which the group had been conducted with twelve 
facilitators working without transparency and subject to 
the informal leadership of one of them. the reaction of 
the others was varied: some acknowledged that there was 
a problem but that the ioc was not empowered to resolve 
those conflicts, others mentioned that personal clashes 
are inevitable in such processes and they needed to be 
accepted and lived with, yet others pointed at a collective 
failure of the ioc as it was not able to discuss these kind 
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of issues and had not found a way to set guidelines to 
deal with them. many simply maintained that there was 
no need to discuss differences as they were a given in the 
“open space”. someone argued that such issues are not 
only political and personal but have also organisational 
repercussions therefore it was apt to provide the organisa-
tional structure with the instruments to intervene in case 
of conflicts. others maintained that difference cannot be 
negotiated with words but common actions and shared 
political activity will eventually create networks oissues 
of conflict and mediation are crucial for the future of 
the wsf and the alterglobalisation movement as a whole. 
moreover, such issues are deeply entrenched in its glo-
bal dynamics as repeatedly confirmed by later wsf events, 
meetings of its international council and other instan-
tiations of the alterglobalisation movement. following 
wsf ’s vision, instrumental and contingent alliance build-
ing should be replaced by transformative dynamics and 
by the intentional institutional settings to develop them. 
activists of larger organisations seem to prefer instead 
a more pragmatic approach that focuses on immediate 
returns, often of the electoral or fund-raising and mem-
bership kind, and extol the virtues of strategic hegemony 
(usually their own). smaller organisations, instead, tend 
to be more interested in processes of deeper re-definition 
of identities, goals and methodologies of transformation. 
as in many other cases this debate cannot be reduced to 
its extremes as it involves a range of nuanced and often 
shifting positions. some believe, for instance, in a dis-
cursive mediation of those positions, that the practice of 
shared planning for action in the wsf can constitute an 
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effective means to negotiate differences. this approach 
expresses the potentiality of the wsf to be a space where 
progressive activists build collectively a shared political 
language.

the evaluation process concluded that despite the 
differences and the conflicts, the spirit of collaboration 
between diverse actors was one of the most significant 
successes of wsf 2004 and, although not perfect, that 
experience needed to be continued. indeed, some felt 
that more ambitious objectives could be discussed such 
as state, sectoral, country-wide or even regional forums. 
common to all the proposals was the desire to mobilise 
within the framework of the wsf. moreover, the activists 
stressed the importance of the transnational dimension in 
their local struggles and encouraged the further develop-
ment of global alliances. 

the wsf contributed to challenge indian activists’ 
isolation. noticeable transnational alliances were estab-
lished between dalit activists and transnational civil 
rights movements from latin america, europe and africa. 
the same global reach had a women’s alliance spanning 
from the philippines to the southern cone of latin amer-
ica. trade unions held global conferences, a world forum 
on water gathered vast support from movements in india, 
and the list is longer than the space at my disposal. con-
fident of these catalysing successes, activists reflected on 
the future challenges and paid particular attention to 
the separation between space, organisation and political 
convergences of movements and organisations. this was 
paramount in order to preserve the autonomy of the open 
space while, at the same time, translating its mobilisation 
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in politically meaningful action. 
part of the difficulties of the follow up was related 

to the ideological issues regarding the articulation of 
the open space discourse with political action towards 
a set transformative goal. this difficulty is indeed shared 
by many protest movements negotiating the transition 
from oceanic street demonstrations to organised political 
engagement. these difficulties are currently experienced 
by the movements of the second wave of alterglobali-
sation movements. the arab spring has developed into 
electoral politics and into something that the revolution-
ary youth considers as a setback in both tunisia, where 
a largely islamist constituent assembly was elected, and 
in egypt where the transition to civilian rule has been 
dotted by repression. the occupy wall street movement 
after an autumn of extraordinary empathy with many 
united states’ disgruntled citizens has experienced deep 
ebbs, as it has happened to the indignados in europe and 
other movements around the world. in the case of the 
global wsf, critics suggest that its inability to turn mass 
mobilisation into effective political action is at the core 
of the disheartened feelings that have alienated many of 
its supporters. 

as many wsf activists stress, ideologies of change are 
diverse and inspire different attitudes towards mobilisa-
tion and action and, eventually, towards the relationship 
between these factors: mobilisation, organisation, action 
and change. openly discussing those ideologies is consid-
ered crucial to transform divisive relationships between 
potential allies and, at the same time, envisage possible 
articulations between the “open space” and transformative 
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action. during the wsf 2004 evaluation process one of the 
participants frames this dilemma in the following terms: 

people who believe in building another world were pour-
ing in as drops of forces that needs to be carefully har-
nessed and consolidated. (...) wsf 2004 is a clear message 
to all of us to sustain the hope and provide a space for the 
forces of the masses to converge in a more pragmatic and 
through strategic interventions to counter the imperialistic 
globalisation, (…) to politically engage ourselves to seize 
the power at all levels to realise the dreams of the exploited 
and the poor.

the dissonance with wsf ’s values is striking here and 
it highlights the challenges for the wsf methodology in 
the indian political scenario. at the already mentioned 
february meeting was stressed that if the wsf does not 
catalyse action it will bureaucratise and lose its energy. 
it is crucial then, several activists concluded, to make the 
wsf meaningful towards political change. after mumbai, 
it became clear that although strategically diverging in 
some aspects, the majority of activists expected from the 
wsf process to inspire, facilitate or establish a strong alli-
ance of indian progressives aimed at successfully compete 
in the representative democratic process. to prevent that 
the construction of this political subject were dominated 
by hegemonic political strategies, many ngo and social 
movement activists claimed that it was necessary to avoid 
presenting the ioc as a vanguard of a revolutionary social 
movement (in this they were supported by some party 
activists who swore – though not many believed their 
words – that the era of vanguardism had past). instead, 
the wsf should facilitate the convergence of activists 
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into its space: once the number reaches a critical mass, 
it would “naturally” organise and turn to political action. 
the next step, as reported in the minutes of a meeting 
held in june again in mumbai, would be “to organise an 
[indian social forum] (…) and to follow up on the state 
processes so that we are able to maximise participation 
and focus on different specific issues which would help 
to make the alliances we are building more effective and 
action oriented”.

the agreement on taking wsf india forward confirmed 
the perception, formulated long before the mumbai event, 
that wsf 2004 could contribute to create a converging tra-
jectory for the left in india by allowing different brands of 
activism to unite within its framework. for many in india, 
organising the forum in 2004 was in fact strategically rel-
evant for the general elections to be held in march. the 
fragmented left needed to put aside differences and join 
forces in order to defeat the conservative right wing in 
power: the forum seemed to provide an ideal context. 
however, some commentators writing in widespread eng-
lish language newspapers and magazines reflected on the 
little relevance that wsf 2004 had in the indian political 
life. they wrote about how the press only marginally cov-
ered the january event, they described it more as a self-
indulgent celebration than a real political endeavour and 
assured that neither the right wing mumbai government 
nor the maharashtra state government, run by a coalition 
led by the congress party, paid attention to the event. 

this debate was reflected in the ioc negotiations 
aimed at designing wsf india’s next steps. two positions 
came to the fore: one wished to use wsf india’s structures 
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for electoral campaigning in view of the march general 
elections. the other position resisted taking the wsf into 
the political realm. the two positions were represented 
by trade unions, mass movements and party members on 
one side and by ngos and single issue movements on the 
other. readers familiar with discourses on similar issues 
within transnational activist coalitions will recognise both 
the thorny issue and the broad camps. as in other cases 
stark oppositions do not make justice of the numerous 
nuances of this debate but suggest nonetheless its ten-
dency to escalate and polarise eventually fragmenting 
initially successful alliances. taking this considerations 
one step further, some suggested that this attitude by 
some wsf activists should be considered responsible for 
the breaking down of potentially transformative rela-
tions between activists. some of those who left the wsf, 
for instance, expressed, often in scathing terms, that dis-
may at discovering that wsf ’s new culture of politics was 
nothing more than a deceitful attempt at corralling activ-
ists under the direction of left party cadres rather than a 
genuine attempt to negotiate innovative forms of activ-
ism and collectively imagine possible futures.

as the decision to organise the indian social forum 
(isf ) was taken, new conflicts erupted. the first one, at 
the national consultation held in june in bangalore, on 
isf ’s venue. bids were made to hold it in chennai. others 
suggested delhi, as it would have balanced the asf held in 
the southern city of hyderabad. once more the wsf offered 
the chance to indian activists to openly negotiate a cru-
cial social and political divide among activists from the 
north and the south of the country. once more, instead, 
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the conflict was informally negotiated and the final deci-
sion was to host the isf in delhi as it would encourage a 
better press coverage by the national press and activists 
could challenge power where it exercises its authority. 

in order to expand the isf and make it more inclusive, 
initiatives were discussed to share information on neolib-
eralism and alternatives to it, as debated in the wsf, with 
local political allies. consider the following document’s 
description of isf ’s political backdrop: 

the wsf process has (…) been successful in bringing 
together different political and social streams on a common 
platform to oppose the onslaught of imperialist globalisa-
tion. this is no mean achievement given the fragmented 
nature of india’s polity (...). the wsf process in india has 
added newer dimensions in this struggle by bringing in 
concerns related to communalism, casteism, gender dis-
crimination and militarisation & war. it is natural to con-
ceive of the isf (...) as part of the process now to consolidate 
and channelise the efforts of wsf-india. (...) our efforts need 
to now translate into activities that build alliances, forge 
struggles and propose alternatives (…). [w]e see today a 
changed set of circumstances in the country’s politics – 
largely set in motion by the results of the last general elec-
tions. the defeat of the nda govt. and arguably the defeat of 
its policies of economic liberalisation and communalism, 
show that the people of this country are prepared to move 
decisively on these issues. given these circumstances, the 
organisation of the isf in delhi can send a strong message 
to the political forces in this country.

to further stress the importance of the wsf in india 
and to indicate its specificities the following passage of 
the same document is illuminating: 

the strength of a process such as the wsf is derived from 
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the mobilisation that it achieves and its ability to fire the 
imagination of the largest number of people. but, there is 
also a place, once a critical mass has been achieved, for a 
massive exposure for such a process to the largest number 
of people possible. we believe that the time has now come 
when the wsf process makes a bid for making a quantum 
jump into the agenda of the country. 

activists in india eventually decided that if quantum 
jumps had to be made the wsf platform was not going to 
provide the shared trampoline. the first, and to date only, 
isf took place in delhi in november 2006. it attracted over 
50,000 participants who attended hundreds of seminars 
and cultural activities. that event seems to have exhausted 
the wsf process in india at least to date. speaking with 
indian colleagues and friends about this i have been 
pointed towards what is perceived by many as the reason 
of the disappearance of the wsf from india: hegemonic 
politics by left parties activist (in particular the cpi-m). 
an indian activist closely involved in the wsf india process 
told me, in 2011, that the handful of activists who still 
discuss the wsf in india are precisely those who “killed 
it” with their elitist and hegemonic politics so utterly 
disconnected from the grassroots. on the other hand, 
some colleagues reflecting on the failure of the wsf in 
india referred to the creation of consecutive and success-
ful india-wide campaigns on the right to food, to educa-
tion and to work in which alliances, first developed in the 
wsf india, expressed themselves politically. finally, some 
indian activists still committed to the wsf india assured 
me that the process is “dormant” and can be revived with 
“minimum efforts”.
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the local/global in the wsf
the interaction between indian activists and their inter-
national partners constituted an important contribution 
to the articulation of wsf ’s globalising network. after the 
bangalore meeting a discussion note by the wsf india 
summarising its achievements stated that

in india we have been able to innovate on the structure of 
the wsf process, while retaining its essence. the wsf process 
in india, drawing upon experiences in the country regard-
ing the mounting of large campaigns (...), did not limit 
itself to the planning of large events. (...) the processes of 
organising events and activities across the country were 
seen to be as important as the final event itself. (...) what 
has been particularly heartening is that both the events saw 
mobilisation from sections that are socially and economi-
cally deprived, whose voices are seldom heard in the shap-
ing of policies in the country.

the dense networks of relationships established by 
the indians influenced the wsf india and at the same time 
provided the wsf with important feedback on its global 
potentialities and limitations. engaging debates devel-
oped around issues of strategic and practical approaches 
by local activists to the global wsf and on the specific 
ways in which indian activists could take advantage of 
the mumbai event to contribute to build the globalis-
ing political scene. the collaboration between indian and 
brazilian wsf organisers was envisaged in the following 
terms by a document dated april 2003 a circulated by 
wsf ’s international secretariat: 

the wsf secretariat can help the igc/ioc in some issues. 
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from one side, it can share its political and organizational 
experience (...). [it] can help in the international mobili-
zation for the event in india, through multiple initiatives, 
conducted in a flexible, large and horizontal way. also, it 
can contribute in dealing with some executive issues in the 
international scenery. (...) this must be discussed having 
as a starting point a proposal from the ioc, which is the 
instance that has the domain on the preparation process 
for the wsf 2004. we consider that the issue on alterna-
tives for fundraising is another subject that needs to be in 
evidence in the agenda for the meeting between the wsf 
secretariat and the igc/ioc. an eventual international fund-
raising brings political problems that must be debated with 
transparency for all involved in the process, in india or in 
the international level.

in a mumbai meeting the same month, the allocation 
of tasks was done according to criteria of regional con-
venience, efficiency and political specificities: fundrais-
ing was shared between ioc and boc (brazilian organising 
committee), communication was done separately from 
mumbai and san paulo, the programme was designed in 
partnership and the international mobilisation was taken 
care of by the international secretariat except for the 
asian mobilisation. however, in practice, things worked 
out differently: miscommunication and differing inter-
ests generated conflicts between some indians and some 
international partners. differences in political culture 
added to differences in daily practices and organisational 
strategies. urgency, as discussed in chapter six, did not 
allow for mediation between the actors involved. the lack 
of a clear approach to conflict did not make things easier. 
boc representatives joined their indian partners on 29-30 
may to consolidate the wsf process in india. during the 
meeting they recalled wsf history and how the decision 
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to move to india was taken and they reflected on the 
founding values in order to establish a shared discourse. 
the brazilians stressed that the wsf aims at facilitating 
a movement not at directing it, voicing the concern of 
many international activists about indian leadership styles 
and practices. later, some concerns were discussed, the 
fragmentation of indian civil society, its ability to unite 
for the wsf, and the potential exclusion from wsf india 
of some groups or movements. the lack of communica-
tion with india made the brazilians feel distanced (a feel-
ing shared by others in europe and latin america). once 
those issues were addressed and some indian activists 
took advantage of the international stage provided by the 
meeting to expose their reservations on the local process, 
organisational tasks were discussed and responsibilities 
allocated as reported in the meeting minutes:

the ioc and wsf-s [secretariat] will work together until the 
evaluation of wsf 2004. wsf-s will ensure the transfer of 
information and experience about programmatic as well as 
management issues. with specific reference to communica-
tion and media the wsf-s will assist the ioc in website man-
agement, transfer of software and databases, mobilizing, 
arranging and coordinating translation services and train-
ing ioc staff. the ioc bears the principal responsibility for 
the organization of wsf 2004 and will enjoy the support of 
the wsf-s throughout. the wsf-s will take the responsibility 
and support the entire efforts for internationalising the wsf 
process and for systematising, monitoring and evaluating 
the effectiveness of wsf 2004.

the collaboration with the brazilians was, in the end, 
less close than many desired. but also pan-asian collabo-
ration developed mainly through individual initiative. the 
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official efforts to create an asian network to support the 
wsf 2004 were limited to the organisation of two asian 
consultations in june and september. the invitation to the 
asian community traces past experiences of continental 
mobilisations on which to build:

 
nearly a decade before the wsf, in 1989, it was in asia that 
the civil society based people’s plan for 21st century (pp21) 
was launched from hiroshima, envisaging that the 21st 
century would belong to people of the world, through their 
cross-border alliances. the three declarations of the pp21, at 
hiroshima (1989), bangkok (1992) and sagarmatha (nepal, 
1996) in many ways echo the same principles, concerns and 
actions which in a different form constitute the concerns of 
wsf. (...) we in india feel that in (...) the content and proc-
ess of the event, there must be an adequate involvement of 
the asian groups, since the holding of the event in india in 
many ways signifies the asian character of it.

the consultations were attended by delegates from 
thailand, japan, philippines, south korea, sri lanka, bang-
ladesh and pakistan. highlighting continuities and dif-
ferences between previous activist platforms and the wsf, 
they renewed their efforts to strengthen continental col-
laborations. alongside the mobilisation of their personal 
and institutional networks, the indian organisers inter-
acted with the members of the ic. at the ic meeting that 
took place in miami in june 2003, issues of mobilisation 
and programme were discussed, but the most delicate 
conversations revolved around fundraising. the indian 
position not to accept funds from big foundations and 
bilateral agencies of states involved in the asian wars, 
forced the wsf to deeply revise its funding policy. it was 
the first time in which the political relevance of funding 



212

was addressed in a wsf meeting: the contribution of the 
indians was crucial. this episode confirms once more the 
ability of the wsf to engage positively with national polit-
ical discourses and make them into an endowment of the 
global initiative. the decisions taken in miami required 
extra effort in raising funds but at the same times the 
seed of a new instrument was sowed in fertile ground: 
beyond the commitment to raise funds in india and the 
contribution by the participant through fees, the con-
cept of solidarity funding was sketched as instantiation 
of the proactive inclusiveness of the wsf: this instrument 
helped collect money from richer actors and channel 
them to areas where funds were scarcerthe global links 
of the indian wsf played a crucial role in wsf 2004 despite 
an uncoordinated communicative strategy. the ioc main-
tained selective contacts with brazilian and european 
organisers of the wsf and esf, but was widely aware of 
the global audience and felt compelled to address some 
of its concerns. after wsf 2004 and giving its resound-
ing success, the conditions for more collaborative work 
were assessed and wider communication networks were 
envisaged. eager to increase their legitimacy at the inter-
national level and to build networks for action, indian 
activists sought to contribute their experience to the fol-
lowing wsf to take place in brazil. in the framework of 
a wider collaboration towards wsf 2005, indian activists 
highlighted the role of the ic in allowing them to interact 
with global partners breaking the “insularity” that makes 
activists in india somehow forgetful of the rest of the 
world as stated by a participant of the mumbai evaluation 
meeting. 
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at the national consultation in bangalore some sug-
gested, instead, that the indians should concentrate on 
the 2007 wsf, to take place in kenya, a forum in which 
the common interests of indians and africans could play a 
fundamental role in cementing relations and creating new 
ones in a rapidly shifting global geopolitics and india’s 
new strategic role. whether the transnational participa-
tion of activists to the global wsf process and their liais-
ing with partners across regional boundaries is moved by 
visionary, idealistic, strategic or pragmatic concerns, it is 
the case that such networks of collaboration are increas-
ingly negotiated across the globe. african activists as well 
have been involved in the wsf since its inception and have 
developed a sustained continental process that has organ-
ised two global events in nairobi and in dakar. the african 
process is now meeting the maghreb-mashreq process 
and together are instrumental in the process of organis-
ing the 2013 world event in tunisia. whereas the density 
of this partnerships strengthens the global movement 
providing it with an increasingly reliable (and self-aware) 
infrastructure, the process is not devoid of non-linear 
flows and setbacks. however, the crucial contributions to 
the creation of a shared global narrative of change and a 
vision of possible futures is widely acknowledged.

let me highlight some of wsf 2004’s most remarkable 
contributions to wsf ’s global process as a way to illustrate 
the dynamics involved in creating a collective vision of 
a better world from the bottom up. indeed, wsf 2004’s 
inspiring role is often recalled by wsf activists and in the 
evaluation of the 2011 dakar event several references were 
still made to the inspiring process that was initiated in 
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mumbai to truly expand the wsf geographically, cultur-
ally, institutionally and politically. for instance, the indian 
wsf contributed to initiate the elaboration of a methodol-
ogy to design open and inclusive event programmes with 
no local organisers promoted events. alternatively, if the 
programme were to remain under the control of a limited 
number of activists, the outcome would be the exclusion 
of the cultural and political realities not crucial to their 
struggles or simply unknown to them. furthermore, there 
was an obvious uncomfortable feeling shared by non bra-
zilian activists, were the programme to be centralised by 
the organising committee, the brazilian committee would 
have the chance to design a programme every other edi-
tion of the forum and all other regional partners only 
once in a series of events (as the unwritten rule has so 
far been to have alternative world events in brazil and in 
another region of the global south: this rule will be sub-
verted in 2013 as the forum won’t return to brazil after 
the dakar experience but will remain in africa).

these new proposals were discussed at the ic meeting 
in passignano, italy, in april 2004 to which nine organis-
ers of the mumbai forum participated. a global consulta-
tion was proposed to select the themes of the following 
wsf and a small team clustered the suggestions in con-
sistent thematic areas. this process would, in the inten-
sions of the ic members, ensure the extension of open 
space methodology to the design of wsf ’s programmes. 
the communication to the whole wsf network of the 
new substantial changes in the programme and structure 
of the forum was drafted by an indian and a brazilian 
activist to highlight the importance of their collaborative 
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work. the debate in the ic was influenced by the indian 
experience, but not all the issues dear to the indians were 
taken on board in wsf 2005. in the delhi national consul-
tation held in the following september, the participants 
to the passignano meeting reported their disappointment 
for the marginalisation of topics that were priorities for 
the indian activists: culture, caste and religion. few days 
after the national consultation i had the chance to discuss 
in an online chat these issues with an indian activist who 
attended the delhi consultation. on culture this is what 
that activist told me: “if we don’t discuss what culture 
means politically for the wsf, we will just exoticise people, 
especially different indigenous people. we will have lots 
of dances but without political context. if protest culture 
is not imbibed then, culture will be reduced to a simplis-
tic level while exotic presentations of dance and drama 
will happen.” eventually, the wsf 2005 had no large events 
organised by the brazilian organising committee and 
regional and local networks contributed to designing the 
programme of the forum.

the indian participation to the organisation of wsf 
2005 was ultimately marginal. however, their interven-
tion in the debate on role and functions of the ic helped 
focus activists’ attention on crucial shortcomings of the 
wsf governance structure: the path to fully negotiated 
global governance structures for the wsf will take a much 
longer time than many hoped and it is, as i write, still at 
the centre of the wsf development process. in the years 
after mumbai, the attention of the wsf india focused on 
south asia, asia and only after that on the global scenario. 
they helped negotiate the pakistan contribution to the 
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2006 polycentric event, and networked with sri lanka, 
bangladesh and nepal. recently, indian activists were 
closely involved in the dhaka south asian social forum of 
november 2011. attempts aiming at creating continental 
links were less successful. let me point out that this list 
of political interests looks very similar in all places were 
wsf global and regional events took place. these obser-
vations raise important analytical questions on concepts 
such as global civil society or cosmopolitanism (and oth-
ers equally so eminently normative). the articulation of 
scales in global politics is more complex than the local/
global simplification. the same is true as far as activist 
politics is concerned. at the same time, it seems relevant 
(and analytically sound) to explore such scale articulation 
from the point of view of activists who negotiate their 
different and at times competing interests at the local, 
national, regional and global levels with in mind to for-
mulate shared visions for better futures. can the wsf rec-
oncile the tensions between different scales, competing 
interests, shared visions and innovative culture of politics? 
will these tensions and those described in earlier chapters 
arrest wsf ’s development? 
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eight. the future of the wsf

as the wsf sails past its first decade of life, many inter-
rogate its achievements and relevance especially in the 
context of the recent surge in local, national and inter-
national activism (occupy wall street, indignados, arab 
intifadas, russian pro-democracy, indian anti-corrup-
tion and chilean student movements among others). at 
the same time, reflections on the wsf engage recurring 
patterns of transnational activism making this debate 
particularly compelling. conflicts over otherness and dif-
ference, organisation and leadership, resources, visions 
and practices are indeed recurring in transnational activist 
networks (although their circumstantial expressions are 
always unique). 

from its inception, the interest of activists and com-
mentators in the alterglobalisation movement stressed 
its ability to catalyse wide transnational convergences 
around, on the one hand, values and visions of shared 
global futures and, on the other, localised and networked 
political activism to engage world’s economic and social 
structures. the challenge to the current ideological main-
stream united activists from the four corners of the 
planet. neoliberal ideology is centred on a belief in the 
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self-organisation of selfish individuals (plants, animals, 
humans and machines alike) within self-regulating eco-
systems (such as free markets). alterglobalisation activists 
emphasize instead that equilibrium and self-regulating 
systems are abstract narratives that 1) are used by world 
elites to perpetuate their domination over the majority 
of the planet’s populations (in the language of occupy 
wall street, for instance, this dynamic is expressed as the 
relationship between the 1% and the 99% of the world 
population); 2) are based on evocative metaphors liter-
ally applied across species and across animated and non-
animated domains and abstract models inconsistent with 
the experiences of concrete individuals; and 3) deny the 
role and legitimacy of intentional agency. 

to the claims of mainstream ideology, activists 
oppose autonomy and mutual responsibility over utility 
maximisation, agency over self-organisation, and inten-
tional social and institutional design over free markets. 
activists provide evidence to the self-serving ideological 
nature of neoliberalism by 1) pointing at how financial 
crises (like the south-east asian crisis of 1997 or the recent 
global recession started in 2007) consolidate dominant 
elites, disproportionately harm weaker sections of soci-
ety and fuel inequality; 2) showing in practice how the 
rational-and-selfish individual is a reductive description 
of human agents which assimilates them to inanimate 
computing machines; 3) arguing that self-regulating net-
works of selfish individuals (free markets) are inappro-
priate descriptions of human societies; and 4) asserting 
that individual and collective agency are not only legiti-
mate but indeed crucial to achieving just (as opposed to 
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“natural”) transformation. 
this book presented some thoughts on the vision 

of the alterglobalisation movement, wsf ’s influence on 
global emancipations, and activists’ articulations of cos-
mopolitan imaginations. i illustrated some aspects of the 
potentially creative energy expressed by the dialectic rela-
tionship between visions of the future and practices in 
the largest, most reaching and most diverse transnational 
activist network to date. my argument is that this ten-
sion as expressed in the wsf, in particular in its conven-
ing and organisational structures, can be transformative 
and indeed emancipatory. it is, however, not necessarily 
so and can as well turn on itself. if the tension between 
aspirations and practices is not elaborated and mediated, 
activist spaces may be ravaged by the ensuing conflicts as 
shown in chapter six. 

wsf ’s cosmopolitan vision is also complicated by the 
tension between global aspirations and local interests. 
these issues are not unique to the wsf but are experienced 
in comparable forms by other activist networks. moreo-
ver, conflicts of scales do occur at all levels from the glo-
bal to the local. for instance, southern and west african 
activists were often at a loss to jointly contribute to the 
organisation of the wsf events in nairobi and dakar and 
activists from the maghreb and mashreq have different 
views on how best to organise wsf 2013 in tunis. the same 
complexities do apply increasing or reducing the scale in 
question. activists are aware of these dimensions of tran-
snational collaboration, but a cautious approach to the 
complexities and ambiguities they entail seems to pre-
vail. in chapter six i made the argument that conservative 
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approaches to conflict prevent the exploration of more 
ambitious achievements than just keeping them at bay so 
that one more wsf event successfully draws another bur-
geoning crowd. further, i reflected on the apparent incon-
gruence between the exhilarating success of wsf 2004 and 
the fast decline of wsf india following the event. the two 
phenomena, the hesitant approach to conflict and the 
apparent incongruence between exhilarating events and 
lukewarm processes, i suggest, may be related. 

following this observation, some activists lamented 
that wsf ’s political relevance at the global level is rather 
modest, despite the increasing numbers of participants 
to its events and the increasing number of local, regional 
and thematic forums. they also highlighted some press-
ing issues such as wsf ’s obscure organisational structures 
and its unsophisticated communication strategies. the 
urgency stressed by many at the ic meetings is illustrated 
by the repeated calls over the years to break the walls of 
political self-reference that the wsf ’s international council 
has built around itself. 

for years the ic, inspiration and facilitation of the 
wsf, seemed to be dramatically divided along an ideo-
logical fault line that separated those who deemed nec-
essary to develop focused political goals for the wsf to 
have a meaningful role on the global political stage and 
those who advocated for the wsf to remain an open space. 
the wsf ’s opaque organisational structure, in stark con-
trast with the values stated in the charter of principles 
is, some believe, closely correlated with the ideologically 
dogmatic approach to the open space which is ultimately 
limiting the elaboration of innovative organisational 
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arrangements. this attitude, they suggest, can only be con-
ducive to the reproduction within the wsf of structures 
of marginalisation that the wsf is aiming at transforming 
in the wider society. given the increasing bureaucratiza-
tion of the wsf architecture and the long standing tension 
between ic and local organising committees a suggestion 
is increasingly gaining currency to lighten considerably 
wsf ’s organisational architecture and stress the role of the 
“guidelines on organising wsf events” adopted by the ic in 
the months following the mumbai process. such simple 
device should make the wsf, according to a number of 
activists, more efficient and responsible. more dramati-
cally still, after the latest wsf in dakar, questions have 
been asked on the very legitimacy or at least usefulness 
of an international council. such questions were made 
more poignant by the frustration with which some activ-
ists noticed the total decisional independence of the local 
organisational committee (shown by the invitation of a 
head of state, evo morales of bolivia, to the opening cer-
emony against all guidelines approved by the ic) and the 
limited role played by the most recent addition to wsf ’s 
organisational architecture, the liaison group. 

while it is not possible to foresee what the wsf will 
be in the coming years (or indeed if it will be at all) it 
is however possible to highlight some political trends 
within it. as shown above, until recently a recurring con-
flict in the wsf was the political and ideological tension 
between those advocating for it to become a political 
movement and those wishing it to remain an open space. 
while it is not clear if that contention has eventually sub-
sided, current debates in the ic, however not conclusive, 
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indicate a potentially transformative outcome. after the 
nairobi 2007, for instance, it was decided to delay the 
following event to 2009 so that in 2008 the global con-
vention could be replaced by actions and demonstrations 
against neoliberalism’s structures of governance taking 
place simultaneously all over the planet during the days 
of the wef in davos. in 2010 an entire year of activities 
developed the 2008 concept of decentralized and distrib-
uted actions against neoliberalism. after the 2011 forum 
intense debates focused on developing a collective alter-
native vision to counter the perceived crisis of civilisa-
tion and develop a new universality. in dakar a process 
was also initiated aiming to create bridges and dialogue 
opportunities between the wsf and the second wave of 
the alterglobalisation movement. in tunisia, venue of the 
2013 global event, a meeting of the international council 
in july 2012 dedicated two days to a political workshop 
discussing the dynamics of global activism. 

this book asked three main questions: can the wsf 
contribute to the elaboration of a viable alternative to cap-
italism? how does it envisage the fulfilment of its vision? 
what are the methodologies developed to fulfil its goals? 
i suggested that the wsf has the potential to contribute to 
an emancipatory cosmopolitan civilisation by facilitating 
transnational alliances of progressive activists challeng-
ing capitalism and its underlying ideology, neoliberalism. 
the methodology devised by wsf ’s activists to fulfil their 
vision builds on radical self-education and transformative 
approaches to differences and conflicts. however, it has 
often been the case that hesitant approaches to conflict 
yielded less compelling outcomes than expected.
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the present analysis suggests that political dynamics, 
social structures, cultural practices and personal behav-
iours within the wsf might be more rewardingly engaged 
rather than waved away in the name of an alleged inher-
ent openness of the open space. renouncing to appreci-
ate these qualities of the open space, the wsf (in 2004 
as in the other forums before and after) has only mildly 
challenged marginalisation and exclusion along religious, 
gender, sexuality, class, ethnic and cast lines (among oth-
ers). the activists’ assessment of these shortcomings has 
indicated the need to closely consider both local socio-
political and cultural specificities as well as global ine-
qualities; the actions taken to expand the boundaries of 
inclusion in the wsf aim to direct some of the energy ded-
icated to the organisational effort towards unpacking and 
exposing inequalities and injustices within it. while such 
processes frustrate the desire of many to march quickly 
towards the consolidation of a powerful political actor 
able to seize power, the long-term advantage of a more 
self-aware process of integration of traditionally margin-
alised groups (even by those struggling for radical social 
change) is perceived as able to offset by many orders of 
magnitude the apparent slowness of the process (in the 
same way in which the fulfilment achieved by collectively 
cooking and eating does offset by many orders of magni-
tude the slowness of the process as compared to the fast 
service and following gobble at any corporate fast food 
joint – the vanguardist saying that too many cooks spoil 
the broth is blatantly false).

a crucial dimension was introduced in the indian 
context and contributed to the future development of the 
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wsf process: power and interests need to be acknowledged 
and engaged. hegemonic formations in the wsf meet at 
the social/political/economic crossroads. once power 
dynamics are fully exposed and challenged, transforma-
tive facilitation can replace authoritarian and hegemonic 
leadership and collaboration can assume different and 
more inclusive meanings. dynamics of leadership are 
complex and in the wsf revolve around intricate processes 
of persuasion and consent (and occasionally of domina-
tion) in configurations always shifting and difficult to 
uniquely map. the conflictual dynamics between hegem-
onic attempts for leadership within the wsf and resistance 
to those attempts exploded in wsf 2004 in full fledged 
confrontations. the wsf can contribute to transform those 
conflicts by engaging the social, cultural and ideological 
bases on which they are constructed. wsf ’s epistemologi-
cal struggle is, in turn, the process by which activists fight 
the naturalisation of the (neo)liberal ideology imposed 
by the capitalist hegemon. conflict transformation would 
complement wsf ’s epistemological struggle to articulate 
its new culture of politics. without either wing the wsf 
bird may not fly fwsf ’s struggle has taken a unique shape 
in india: it was a political process that had to face the 
challenge to formulate a common acceptable basis for 
cooperation between activists’ different worldviews and 
strategies. the analysis of wsf 2004 and the global debate 
on the wsf has identified the polarisation between space 
versus actor advocates as the main object of contention in 
the wsf. at the same time many acknowledge that this is 
an ideological and political cul de sac that seems to hint at 
wsf ’s creative limitations. however, a thorough look at the 
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wsf unveils its nature as both a political actor and a space 
for transformation at the same time. the two aspects are, in 
fact, constitutive of each other and mutually reinforcing. 
to repeat myself without either wing the wsf bird may 
not fly far. 

in chapter seven, i tried to make sense of the com-
plexities highlighted by some approaches to global civil 
society when confronted with the mainly national inter-
ests of some of the hegemonic actors in the wsf. in india, 
as elsewhere, the immediate mission of creating a politi-
cal bloc at the national level motivated the majority of 
activists. but those same activists recognised the global 
partners’ fundamental role in creating a framework that 
facilitated the biggest convergence of civil society actors 
in india. moreover, it was widely acknowledged that the 
struggle against capitalism cannot be won at the local 
level and the importance of transnational networks was 
widely recognised. at the same time, the transnational 
dimension provides spaces for an alternative elaboration 
of national conflicts. moreover, by strategically allying 
with foreign partners, weaker actors can enhance their 
political clout in the internal negotiations with local 
actors both partners and adversaries. 

the scope of the transnational networks and the 
density of the webs that they inscribe on the global soci-
ety, along with the normative component of the global 
civil society concept, explain my claims that a) the wsf 
and the alterglobalisation movement of which it is part 
constitute a transnational movement that is reaching 
global dimensions and that b) they constitute a legiti-
mate and viable alternative to the currently hegemonic 
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neoliberal cosmopolitanism. rather than being built on a 
set of a-priori universals, wsf activists envisage the open 
space as an arena for the negotiation of, and agreement 
upon, a shared set of norms and institutions of convivial 
behaviour. while being strongly specific and rooted in the 
indian history, wsf 2004 has been able, at the same time, 
to a) contribute to the definition of goals, strategies and 
tools of a global progressive alliance of which it was part 
and b) articulate a more sophisticated understanding of 
nature, potentialities and limitations of wsf ’s constitutive 
open space discourse. 

the concept of open space was developed to bring 
together organisations and movements with different 
political and cultural backgrounds to fight military dicta-
torship in brazil. those experiences constituted the intui-
tion that gave life to the wsf. wsf ’s organisers believed 
that the successes reached in brazil could be replicated at 
the global level. indian historical and political specifici-
ties admitted a whole different set of political tools and 
strategies. a relatively homogeneous understanding of 
the politics of resistance constructed in decades (if not 
centuries) of political action in europe and latin america, 
confronted itself with a much wider range of political and 
ideological positions in india. marxists of all flavours had 
to engage with ambedkarites and gandhians, a mong oth-
ers. at the same time, cultural differences between brazil 
and india were stark. the encounter between these two 
different political cultures shook the wsf from its latin 
american and european foundations and projected it 
towards a new dimension of negotiated (and struggled 
for, at times) cosmopolitanism. 
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brazilian and european forums were rather similar 
and the organisations leading the process were closely 
interconnected. this resemblance deluded less attentive 
commentators about a fixed set of features intrinsic to 
the wsf and already “global” (intrinsic to the wsf as uni-
versal a-priori). the “anomalies” of the indian wsf showed 
how the foundations of the forum must find deep local 
resonance (not only in europe and south america) to 
have any meaning at all and to be able to negotiate away 
the colonial and eurocentric capitalism. this lesson, later 
replicated by the african chapter and currently further 
reinforced by the prominence of the maghreb-mashreq 
process, represents wsf ’s most compelling contribution to 
the alterglobalisation movement and, indeed, to a truly 
emancipatory cosmopolitan project.


