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Foreword by Alain Touraine

Globalization — not only of the economy, but of numerous areas
of social and cultural life — has, over the past decades, been the
most visible and disquieting aspect of the evolution of a capital-
ism which was and still is primarily led by the United States. This
globalization called forth and arouses a global social movement,
founded on a critique of globalization as well as the defence of
diverse sectors — women, ethnic minorities, and all who are
subject to authoritarian or totalitarian regimes — which have
nothing in common but apparently being subject to capitalism in
its most brutal and intractable forms.

The response was immediate; the globalization of capital cor-
responded to a broad movement, present in most areas of the
world. Although it assumed different names in various countries,
notably in the United States, the movement rapidly positioned
itself as ‘alter-globalization’ rather than ‘anti-globalization’ — the
latter being susceptible to many misunderstandings. A general
consensus emerged that a globalization which could also have
positive dimensions should not be rejected and analysis and action
should be focused on proposals and strategies to fight the negative
form of capitalism.

As well as a great many mass actions, this movement spawned
analyses, interpretations and proposals from all parts of the
world. To consider Geoffrey Pleyers’ the best one does not deny
the quality of others; well-documented and relying on the most
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in-depth analyses, above all it presents a movement both truly
global and adapted to the economic context of each country and
region.

Geoffrey Pleyers is a Belgian citizen who was born in a village
at the junction of three borders: of the Netherlands, Germany
and Belgium itself. It is an extraordinary region which, having
lost all the industries on which its wealth was based (mining, iron
and steel, textiles), was able, in a matter of years, to attain a
better and more dynamic situation than many parts of Belgium.
Like many others in this region, Geoffrey Pleyers attributes this
rapid and remarkable recovery to the region’s openness to the
outside world, both necessitated and made possible in the first
place by the quasi-coexistence of several cultures and networks
of exchange. Thus Geoffrey Pleyers’ origins may have contributed
to shaping the perspectives of a man who not only possesses a
deep knowledge of Western Europe and Mexico, but who has
criss-crossed the globe for a decade, studying almost all national
and international forums on-site, and who was able to grasp from
the outset that the diversity of forms of action in the movement
was not simply a product of the internal diversity of the
movement.

The main contribution of Geoffrey Pleyers, and what makes
this book an indispensable tool, is that he clearly exposes the
mixed strengths and weaknesses of a movement which was, and
remains, a grassroots movement in which activists from poor
countries occupy a place observed in no other movement. This
remarkable fact forces one to acknowledge from the start the
strength, originality and dynamism of a movement which, start-
ing in the south of Brazil, has organized gatherings and forums
on all continents. It is impossible to shake off this impression.
Briefly, without losing sight of the different forms of action in
each country and in each stage of its development, it is a solid
and incontrovertible fact that the contemporary world has never
known a movement as large and dynamic, in all parts of the
world, as the alter-globalization movement.

This first observation rapidly leads to a second. This movement
was not only a response to the impact and apparent triumph of
capitalist globalization. Not only has it contributed greatly to the
feminist cause and the defence of minority rights, but above and
beyond this — and here lies the most important observation — this
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movement has not sought its legitimacy in the crisis of an
economic, political or cultural system. The movement has not
only been critical. In fact, it was and is the first large social
movement to have been founded less on rejection than on the asser-
tion of the rights of a large majority of the population. While, at its
most extreme, the globalization of capitalism created a distance
and even a rupture between the very rich and the others, the
alter-globalization movement, because it brought together all
dimensions of criticism and claims, managed to oppose the most
powerful economic forces. Beyond all specific demands, it asserted
itself first and foremost as the defender of the rights of human
beings, ransacked in so many fields and places by the very fact of
the global, hegemonic nature of an extreme capitalism, so irratio-
nal that those whom the alter-globalization movement fought must
soon collapse under the weight of their own irrationality.

Rather than attacking different forms of domination, or seeking
the reasons for the formation of social movements in the ‘laws’
of capitalist economy, the alter-globalization movement accorded
first rank to the rights of those for whom and in whose name it
fought, rather than to the nature of that which it fought. The
alter-globalization movement was the first movement to assert a
concept of human rights, freedom and justice within globaliza-
tion, recalling the great moments and texts at the end of the
eighteenth century in France and the United States, while, over
the past half-century, positive discourses were weakened to the
point of being reduced to an increasingly feeble economism, inca-
pable of explaining the importance of new movements — new
because of their location, and new because of the nature of the
groups they defended through recourse to fundamental human
rights. This is why these powerful movements were not aimed at
the revolutionary goal of taking the power of the state by force.

But this discovery of the specific characteristics of the alter-
globalization movement leads to an understanding of the weak-
nesses of this movement — weaknesses which are continually
recognized and do not justify a purely critical judgement of these
actors, who have so widely awakened struggles against injustice.
The globalized economy is a system of production which provides
a particularly large amount of power to centres of economic
decision-making, which are almost always situated at the heart
of the most powerful national economies, and specifically the
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United States. But can the alter-globalization movement directly
confront a political power? I have already provided the obvious
response: simultaneously, a social, cultural and political move-
ment, the alter-globalization movement, which has given rise to
so much activism, could not directly and victoriously attack the
globalized capitalism’s economic and political centres of power.
Some believe that it is possible and even necessary to focus action
on a direct offensive against the United States and its allies. This
approach has gained greatest influence in France (largely due
to the impact of Le Monde Diplomatique), where it led the
ATTAC movement to adopt a properly political programme, at
least until the 2007 change in leadership. However, as much as
the movement could be strong at the base, strength at the top was
impossible because national and local powers, as well as cultural
contexts in each country, prevented the fusion of all the compo-
nents of the movement into a force and political or military action
capable of overturning global capitalism. While some collective
actions, from Seattle to Genoa, demonstrated that confrontation
with adversaries could quickly become violent, the political action
of the movement at the international level remained weak. The
movement cannot be blamed for this weakness, since for several
years the attention of the entire world was captured far more by
the alter-globalization movement than by the Davos summits,
which were clearly linked to economic and political elites of the
most powerful countries and didn’t attract a comparable interest.
For a certain period, it even seemed that the Davos Club sought
to imitate the alter-globalization movement in some ways. In fact,
as history was soon to show, this global capitalism even escaped
the control of those who led it. But the absence of political results
fragmented and divided the movement. While the French increas-
ingly prioritized political action, in the Jacobin tradition of their
country, in most other regions this approach was rejected, both
because it divided the movement and because, in a more general
way, it was impossible to force a political concept on a movement
which had always been stronger and more creative at the base
than at the top. The declining leadership of the French movement
by ATTAC activists represented the end of a trend which in reality
was never in the majority internationally.

But what weakened the movement the most was the collapse
of the economic system it fought. A series of ‘bubbles’ bursting
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and the emergence of several financial scandals heralded a major
crisis which, starting in 2007, became visible to everyone, spread-
ing from the subprime crisis (that is, mortgage credit) to the entire
financial system. Because neither the economy nor collective
social action could fight the crisis, which risked becoming more
serious than that of 1929, it became necessary, in a movement
made possible by improved economic understanding, for States,
led by the United States and large European countries — while the
European Union itself did not play a major role — to pour trillions
of dollars into the paralysed economy, stimulating motion and
liquidities without which the economy would have exploded.

It would be bad faith to condemn the powerlessness of the
alter-globalization movement here, because the banking sector
and billionaire businesses had no greater success in acting on the
financial system until the States, and no longer the bankers, took
charge of a situation which teetered daily on the verge of catas-
trophe, a run on the banks.

This brings us back to the conclusion which I alluded to at the
beginning of this foreword. The global nature of capitalism, the
great autonomy of financial capital from ‘the real economy’
(a separation which is obviously never complete) and the alter-
globalization movement are different aspects of a more global
crisis that we could consider to be the end of a thirty-year period
during which the neoliberals, beginning with President Reagan
and Prime Minister Thatcher, held nearly complete sway over the
global economy and, consequently, over the lives of most people
in the world. The alter-globalization movement grasped this
transformation best: the end of the blind, unlimited belief in the
rationality of the market; the reappearance in economic thought
of the indispensable role of the state; and the reappearance in
thought of the equally indispensable role of a vision of human
beings which does not reduce them - either individually or col-
lectively — to the caricature of Homo economicus, which had
thought to achieve the triumph of rationality by trusting in eco-
nomic conduct deemed rational, with all other conduct consid-
ered irrational.

One cannot expect that, after several years or decades of crises,
more or less serious, global economic life will return to the way
it was before 2008. What this movement made clearest was the
urgent necessity of reconstructing ways of thinking and acting
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capable of mobilizing all dimensions of human action, in order
to resume wilful control over economic activities which had suc-
ceeded in escaping all bounds and all the regulatory forces indis-
pensable to the functioning of such an economic system. The
contemporary economy cannot be reduced to the movement by
which leading economic actors cast off all forms of control. That
is only the first aspect of this economic system. The second is the
re-establishment of mechanisms and institutions capable of regu-
lating and controlling the economic world in order to ensure the
redistribution of wealth and a decrease in inequality. The alter-
globalization movement asserted the necessity of breaking with
the Washington Consensus and seeking the equivalent of what
was, after the Second World War, an alliance between a strong
state and social movements, sufficiently powerful to push the
state to subject the economy once again to the demands of justice.
There is thus no better introduction to what must very quickly
become a new political way of thinking than knowledge of the
alter-globalization movement. The work of Geoffrey Pleyers
offers an indispensable analysis in this regard.

Alain Touraine
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Part 1

Alter-Globalization — Becoming
Actors in the Global Age







Introduction

Bangalore, India, 2 October 1993

Half a million Indian farmers march against proposals included
in negotiations of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT), the precursor to the World Trade Organization (WTO).
The farmers claim that the GATT will have devastating effects
on their livelihoods and particularly on their control over seeds.
In May, the global network of small and medium-sized farmers,
Via Campesina, is constituted. It soon gathers over 100 national
and local farmers’ organizations, totalling more than 100 million
members in fifty-six countries. It promotes ‘social justice in fair
economic relations; the preservation of land, water, seeds and
other natural resources; food sovereignty; sustainable agricul-
tural production based on small and medium-sized producers’.
Via Campesina also seeks to put into practice viable and sustain-
able alternatives grounded in the idea of food sovereignty. The
farmers’ network is prominently involved in many demonstra-
tions against the WTO as well as in most World Social Forums
and alter-globalization networks.

San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas, Mexico,
1 January 1994, 0:10 a.m.

On the day the Free Trade Agreement between Mexico,
the United States and Canada enters into force, an army of
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indigenous people assume control of seven towns in Chiapas, one
of the poorest states in Mexico. The movement does not seek
secession, but demands ‘a Mexico in which indigenous people
have their place’. The struggle is also for democratization of the
country and against neoliberalism and domination by the market.
Rejecting a system based on profit, they demand a world which
‘puts people at the heart of its concerns’ and which respects dif-
ferences. After a few days of fighting, hostilities cease and the
word becomes the only weapon of the Zapatistas. In 1996, they
convened the first Inter-galactic Gathering, bringing together
hundreds of supporters from all continents. This was the begin-
ning of the international People’s Global Action network and one
of the principal antecedents of the World Social Forums.

Birmingham, UK, 16 May 1998

Here, 70,000 people form a human chain around the Conference
Centre where the G-8 summit is taking place. On the initiative
of the international campaign Jubilee 2000, they are calling for
the cancellation of third world debt. Among the participants are
many ‘ordinary citizens’; belonging to no particular political
organization, they are simply concerned with world affairs. In
the morning, scholar-activists hold several workshops to explain
the implications of the debt issue. Somewhat later in the same
city, the international activist network ‘Reclaim the Streets’
launched its first Global Street Party, closing roads to all but
pedestrians and cyclists. This action will be replicated around
the world and its festive nature will be encountered at innumer-
able actions against international summits over the years to
follow.

Paris, France, 27 October 1998

Following mobilizations by a coalition of more than eighty orga-
nizations, Prime Minister Lionel Jospin announces to Parliament
that France is withdrawing from negotiations of the Multilateral
Agreement on Investment (M AI). The decision terminates a long
series of negotiations aimed at liberalizing trade, services and
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international investment. In June of the same year, following
an editorial by Ignacio Ramonet in Le Monde Diplomatique,
ATTAC' is born. Its members will eventually number 27,000
in France alone, and it will have local chapters in over forty
countries.

Seattle, Washington, United States of America,
1 December 1999, 6.00 a.m.

Here, 50,000 protesters block access to the conference centre.
The failure of the WTO negotiations will catapult this young
movement into world news. All elements due to make the alter-
globalization movement a success are already present in the
Seattle mobilization: network-based organizations and affinity
groups; use of the internet and new communication technologies;
a festive and carnivalesque atmosphere; images of broken
windows; workshops where scholar-activists break down the
discourse of WTO experts; and a broad convergence of civil
society actors, including labour, black blocs, NGOs, green activ-
ists, experts and artists. Many other counter-summits and pro-
tests will follow, unfolding according to the same model, although
without achieving the same success as Seattle: Washington DC,
Prague, Sydney, Nice, Brussels, Quebec, Seville, Evian, Cancun,
Mar del Plata, Hong Kong, Gleneagles, Heiligendamm, Pittsburgh
and many more. Every time the ‘masters of the planet’ meet, tens
of thousands of alter-globalization activists will converge.

Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil,
25 January 2001

In this city in southern Brazil, the first World Social Forum con-
venes, simultaneously with — and in opposition to — the thirty-first
World Economic Forum in Davos. After the counter-summits,
alter-globalization activists want to ‘move from opposition, to the
construction of alternatives’. Between 12,000 and 15,000 activ-
ists from around 100 countries come together to insist that
‘another world is possible a fairer world, with greater solidarity,
and greater respect for differences.
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As the first global protest movement since the fall of the Berlin
Wall, alter-globalization came to public attention through a series
of global events which erupted into the world news. Far from
opposing globalization, its activists strive to contribute to the
emergence of an international public space to solve the major
problems of our era (Kaldor, Anheier & Glasius, 2001-3; Held,
2007), be it climate change or financial transactions. Alter-
globalization activists aim to ‘contribute to the development, in
each citizen, of the international disposition which is the pre-
condition for all effective resistance strategies today’ (Bourdieu,
2001: 20). International mobilizations and the World Social
Forums in particular have allowed thousands of activists to live
a global experience and encounter people from all continents on
the basis of common issues and struggles. Participation in such
events strengthens the ‘global consciousness’ of each participant
and a sense of her own globality (Albrow, 1996): “When I par-
ticipated in this forum for the first time, I felt that I was of this
world for the first time’ (African activist, WSF 2003); ‘As an
individual, I felt that I took part in the life of this world far more
after having participated in the forum. There was a really differ-
ent feeling than the one I had at other international gatherings’
(Indian activist, WSF 2005).

The term ‘anti-globalization’, bestowed on the movement at
its inception, was quickly recognized as inappropriate for a move-
ment which endeavoured to ‘globalize the struggle and globalize
hope’, to borrow the slogan of Via Campesina. However, it wasn’t
until 27 December 2001 that the neologism ‘alter-globalization’
appeared for the first time, in the context of an interview
with A. Zacharie, a young man from Liege (Belgium), published
in La Libre Belgique. He argued that the prefix ‘alter’ conveys
both the idea of ‘another globalization’ and the importance of
constructing alternatives (interview, 2003). This term rapidly
became widespread in francophone circles. Diverse variations
then began to be employed in Latin America in 2003;?
while the term ‘alter-global’ gained currency in Italy. In the
English-speaking world, the movement was first qualified as ‘anti-
globalization’, then ‘anti-corporate globalization’ and eventually
‘the global justice movement’. A significant number of scholars
and activists have, however, come to adopt what had already
become the most current terminology worldwide: ‘alter-global’ or
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‘alter-globalization’ — which appeared in Wikipedia in March
2009 - terms already adopted by Korean, Brazilian and German
activists and analysts.

From the first uprisings to the global crisis

Three major periods can be distinguished in the short history of
the alter-globalization movement.

The first is marked by the formation of the movement out of
diverse mobilizations against neoliberal policies in all regions of
the world. The globality of the movement became increasingly
apparent, particularly during mobilizations around global events,
the most commented on in the press being the Seattle protests.
The alter-globalization movement was thus organized around
expert meetings and counter-summits which launched the move-
ment internationally, but also around movements which, like
Zapatism, understood themselves as helping to challenge the
dominant global ideology at the local level.

During this first phase, engaged intellectuals played an impor-
tant role in attracting public attention to the issue of globalization
and in challenging neoliberalism, at the time the uncontested
hegemonic ideology. These intellectuals also initiated numerous
civil society organizations and networks — which remained a
feature of the alter-globalization movement until the end of the
second phase — such as ATTAC, Global Trade Watch, and Focus
on the Global South.

The first World Social Forum, held in Porto Alegre in January
2001, marked the beginning of the second phase, which was
dominated by social forums, gatherings oriented less towards
resistance than to bringing together alter-globalization activists
from different parts of the world and, in some cases, elaborating
alternatives. Although many columnists proclaimed the move-
ment dead in the aftermath of 11 September 2001, maintaining
that the ‘war against terrorism’ had replaced economic globaliza-
tion as the central issue,’ this period can in many ways be con-
sidered the golden age of the alter-globalization movement. It was
then recognized as a new global actor.

From 2000 to 2005, the movement grew rapidly on every con-
tinent. There were 50,000 protesters in Seattle in 1999. A year
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and a half later, 300,000 marched against the G-8 in Genoa in
July 2001; the same number in Barcelona in March 2002 at a
European summit; a million in Florence in November 2002 at
the closing of the first European Social Forum (ESF); and 12
million worldwide against the war in Iraq on 15 February 2003,
a global day of action initiated by alter-globalization networks.
The number of participants in the yearly World Social Forum
climbed from 12,000 in 2001 to 50,000, 100,000, 120,000 and
170,000 successively until 2005. After its success in Brazil, the
World Social Forum moved to India in 2004, and the Social
Forum evolved to spawn many hundreds of forums at the local,
national and continental levels.

The alter-globalization movement emerged at the pinnacle of
globalization in the second half of the 1990s, in a context domi-
nated by economic issues, international trade liberalization and
the rapid spread of new information and communication tech-
nologies (Castells, 1996-8). However, the global context changed
at the beginning of the new millennium. Before the first World
Social Forum took place, George W. Bush replaced Bill Clinton
in the White House and the WTO had been subjected to its first
failure in Seattle at the end of 1999. The internet speculative
bubble burst in the spring of 2001, throwing into question the
euphoria of economic and financial globalization. At the same
time, fraud and the collapse of major global companies, such as
Enron and Worldcom, tarnished the image of the financial sector.
The Bush administration started wars against Afghanistan and
then Iraq. Opposition to war was integrated as a major theme at
the 2003 and 2004 Social Forums, but subsequently declined in
importance. The 2005 WSF was focused chiefly on global gover-
nance and economic issues: third world debt, fiscal justice, reform
of international institutions and global regulations, etc. After a
slow-down between 2001 and 2003, international trade resumed,
with markets regaining their vigour post-2003 and enjoying a
period of exceptional growth until mid-2007. China’s entry into
the WTO in 2002 and its rising power represented a new advance
for economic globalization and trade liberalization.

The alter-globalization movement managed to win over a large
part of public opinion in several countries. In 2001, a survey was
published showing that 63 per cent of the French population
agreed with ‘civil society organizations which demonstrate against
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neoliberal globalization during global summits’ (Le Monde, 19
July 2001). From 2002 to 2005, even right-wing politicians and
representatives of the World Bank wanted to take part in the
WSEFE. The 2002 European Social Forum in Florence and the 2005
World Social Forum in Porto Alegre marked two high points of
this period of alter-globalization — remarkable for their size
(respectively 50,000 and 170,000 participants), their openness to
very diverse political cultures, and the active involvement of
grassroots activists in their organization and in the discussions
which took place.

Between 2002 and 2004, the war in Iraq became a major
concern among the alter-globalization activists. During this
period of the movement, several anti-imperialist thinkers rose in
popularity as they did in the 1970s. Their conception of war as
the ‘ultimate stage of neoliberal globalization’ (Cecefia* & Sader,
2003; Chomsky, 2003) was widely popular among the activists:
“The militarization of globalization is now the sole means of
imposing neoliberalism’ (a panel at the WSF 2002, see also Klein,
2007). The alter-globalization movement globally tried to mobi-
lize against war the same strategies and tactics they had devel-
oped to confront international institutions. As they had done
against the Washington Consensus, activists strove to break the
consensus in the US administration, media and most of the popu-
lation, and to cast the political decisions into debate. But in the
face of fundamentalists and war-mongers, their denunciation of
the irrationality of the war in Iraq as a risk management strategy
appeared to have no echo until the end of 2006, long after the
strong mobilizations against the war in 2003.

After an impressive ascendant phase from 1995 to 2005 -
though not without its setbacks and retreats — the international
movement experienced several less than successful events and
entered an irresolute phase. However, the decline of some of the
major European alter-globalization organizations and networks
does not diminish the fact that the movement achieved funda-
mental success on two levels: geographic expansion and the
end of the Washington Consensus. The WTO trade liberalization
process was hit by a series of setbacks and the Washington
Consensus was massively discredited. The 2008-9 global finan-
cial crisis vindicated much alter-globalization analysis, demon-
strating that it had been correct on many points. The global crisis
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was taken to confirm many alter-globalization analyses and some
of the movement’s ideas were even adopted by heads of state. The
right-wing French President Nicolas Sarkozy didn’t hesitate to
appropriate alter-globalization slogans — ‘the ideology of the
dictatorship of the market and public powerlessness has died
with the financial crisis® — and the British Prime Minister
Gordon Brown became a defender of a taxation on financial
transactions.®

Paradoxically, many actors of the alter-globalization move-
ments appeared to have a difficult time adapting to a new ideo-
logical context it had helped to bring about. However, chapter 10
will show that, in this third phase, this does not reflect a decline
in the movement so much as a reconfiguration at three levels. The
movement became more oriented towards obtaining concrete out-
comes which its activists hope will emerge out of the crisis of
neoliberalism. It is increasingly structured around networks and
individualized commitments rather than rooted in activist orga-
nizations. Moreover, its geography has evolved considerably. The
movement has declined in some of the former strongholds in
Western European countries while the social forum dynamic has
been reinforced in regions which are symbolically or strategically
important (North America, the Maghreb, Africa). Besides, the
infatuation with alter-globalization’s ideas and with its forums
has not diminished in Latin America, as the adoption of anti-
neoliberal policies by several heads of state in the region and the
participation of 130,000 activists at the WSF in Bélem, Brazil, in
January 2009 can attest.

A global movement

From Porto Alegre to Mumbai and Dakar, from Seattle to
Genoa, Hong Kong and Pittsburgh, a long series of mobilizations
have been conceptualized and lived as steps in the same move-
ment. On what basis can one refer to a single, integrated
movement, unifying events and actors as heterogeneous as retired
scholars, rebel students, US trade unionists, Indian dalits,
self-organized neighbourhoods in Argentina, indigenous com-
munities, Korean and Brazilian farmers, artistic happenings in
Italian cultural centres, Whitechapel squatters, actions against
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transgenic cornfields, and workshops in which retired people
become familiar with macroeconomics?

First of all, the unity of the movement should not be confused
with the existence of a single organization encompassing its various
components. On the contrary, the existence of such a structure
would risk paralysing the movement. The unity of the movement
relies rather on social meanings’ shared by the actors who embody
them (Touraine, 1978; Melucci, 1996) and on the major challenge
they face — asserting the importance of social agency in the face
of global challenges and against the neoliberal ideology: ‘Citizens
and social movements can have an impact on the way our common
global future is shaped.” This has been the central message of
demonstrations around the world carried out under the banners
of this movement, which has declared that ‘another world is pos-
sible’. This central meaning is the starting point of the unity among
alter-globalization actors and events on all continents, though
neither individuals nor organizations are identical.

From this perspective, the unity of the movement is not in the
least incompatible with a heterogeneity of its actors. A. Touraine
(1978: 124) reminds that ‘we sometimes forget, in speaking about
the workers’ movement, that it is embodied by unions, parties,
cooperatives and mutual aid organizations’. Similarly, the alter-
globalization movement is embodied by diverse and relatively
autonomous actors and events: advocacy networks, citizens’
networks like ATTAC or Global Trade Watch, Social Forums,
trade unions, youth activists, indigenous peoples, human rights
networks, green activists, third world solidarity networks, etc.
From this perspective, the present book aims at analysing alter-
globalization as a historical actor which has a coherence of mean-
ings. While a series of experiences, speeches, gatherings and
demands can be associated with this historical actor, none of
these precisely or completely corresponds with the historical
subject of alter-globalization (Dubet & Wieviorka, 1995: 9).
However, it is at this level that the unity and coherence® of the
practices, events and actors of alter-globalization can be grasped.

Two paths to becoming an actor in the global age

Identifying alter-globalization as a historical subject that affirms
and strengthens citizens’ ability to act within a global context
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immediately leads to other questions: How to become an actor
in this global age? How to have an impact on the world’s affairs
when even elected politicians are bypassed by decisions taken by
transnational companies or by experts at international institu-
tions? How to oppose the Washington Consensus agenda
efficiently?

Data from field research show that alter-globalization activists
do not provide one common answer, but elaborate two distinct
ways of becoming actors in the global age. One focuses on sub-
jectivity and creativity, the other on reason and rationality. Each
one has its own logic, its core values, its approach to social change
and its ways of organizing the movement.

On one side, alter-globalization activists struggle to defend
their subjectivity, their creativity and the specificity of their lived
experience against the hold of a global, consumer culture and the
hyper-utilitarianism of global markets. Their concept of social
change is clearly bottom-up: rather than seeking to change the
agendas of policy makers, these activists want to implement their
values and alternatives in their experience of daily life, in local
communities and in the networks and organizations of the move-
ment. They claim to create autonomous spaces ‘delivered from
power relations’ where they experiment with horizontal net-
works, alternative consumption and participatory processes. In
part 2, three case studies will be used to illustrate this particular
concept of social change: the autonomous process which indige-
nous Zapatista communities in south Mexico have experimented
with; an alternative social and cultural centre in Belgium; and
networks of young ‘alter-activists’ who are both strongly indi-
vidualized and highly cosmopolitan.

On the other side, alter-globalization citizens have emerged as
actors in the global world relying on knowledge and expertise.
Part 3 will show how these activists offer alternative policies to
the Washington Consensus, producing expert reports that show
that current policies are not only socially unfair but also irratio-
nal according to economic and scientific criteria. In this way,
thousands of activists believe that building a more active citizenry
and a fairer world requires citizens to become familiar with sci-
entific knowledge and debates, especially in the field of public
economics. They consider the major challenge to be the bounds
between the economy, operating at a global level, and social,
cultural, environmental and political standards, which are still
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largely reliant on national policies. These activists thus highlight
the urgent necessity of stronger and more democratic interna-
tional institutions and of efficient measures capable of controlling
the global economy and instituting redistribution and participa-
tion at the global level. Their approach to social change is insti-
tutionalized and rather top-down, focusing on global standards
and policies, global institutions and strongly structured civil
society actors able to put their issues on the agendas of national
and global policy makers. Correspondingly, their organizing
modalities are also often top-down and hierarchically structured.
Because the movement assigns a key role to its experts and its
cosmopolitan, engaged intellectuals, a major risk is that a few
intellectuals assume strong leadership of the movement. Case
studies of ATTAC-France and of the WSF International Council
reveal that many organizations associated with this alter-global-
ization track have shown little concern for internal democracy.
While they promote a more participatory society, many of these
organizations have been reluctant to implement participatory
organization internally.

This book proposes these two paths of globalization as a
framework for understanding the structural tensions in a move-
ment which is diversely embodied by specific actors. We will seek
to understand these two political cultures (Escobar, 1992), each
of which constitutes a coherent logic of action, defined as sets of
normative orientations, practices and ways of organizing the
movement (Dubet, 1994), as well as ways of relating to an adver-
sary and approaches to social change. The aim of the present
volume is less to give a panorama of the organizations, networks
and social movements that embody the alter-globalization
movement than to develop an analytical perspective of their
main logics of action, taken as ‘heuristic devices which order a
field of inquiry and identify the primary areas of consensus as
well as contention’ (Held & McGrew, 2002: 3; cf. Weber, 1995
[1922]).

This requires adopting a comprehensive approach, seeking to
understand the movement from the inside and to grasp the proj-
ects and values which guide the actors, the way they built move-
ments, organizations and networks, and their approach to social
change. This ‘system of meanings is not generally clearly provided
in the discourse of the actor but ... directs the orientations of
the action’ (Touraine, 2000: 271). Actors’ discourses must hence
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not be taken at face value. Through analysis, we will seek to
uncover the impossible in their aims, specifically investigating the
limits of these projects, the structural contradictions, the distance
between the achievements and espoused values of the movement,
and how these actors differentiate and distance themselves from,
or even pervert (cf. Wieviorka, 2003), the founding meanings of
the alter-globalization movement.

Beyond alter-globalization, this book focuses on the approaches
to change developed by the two paths of the alter-globalization
movement as they help us to understand the conditions under
which social actors can have an impact on social change in the
global age. The progressive transition to a global age represents
a profound historical transformation (Albrow, 1996; Castells,
1996-8; Held et al., 1999), involving fundamental changes in
political and social spheres. In today’s ‘global society’, the pos-
sibility for activists and citizens to take action is not necessarily
lessened, but the modalities for effective action have shifted pro-
foundly. This is notably the case because the context of action is
no longer national society, and the state is no longer the central
actor in a political and social system. Reformulating the possibili-
ties for action in this global world constitutes a major challenge
for our time and the central issue of alter-globalization. This
book proposes to discuss it starting from concrete experimenta-
tions by social actors which have developed two distinct, and in
some ways complementary, political cultures.

To accomplish this, we will have recourse to field data obtained
in a wide range of contexts, from western countries and from the
global south, pertaining to globalized actors and to those reso-
lutely anchored in the local.” In a first phase, we will rely on
observation and analysis of those actors who have most strongly
embodied these currents in regions where alter-globalization
was at is pinnacle. In parts 2 and 3, our approach will consist
initially of isolating in a heuristic manner the two paths of alter-
globalization in order to draw out, beyond the specificity and
particularities of each actor, the meanings and coherence which
underpin the actions of the different currents. Within this
approach, we will first of all isolate the two main logics of action
assumed by alter-globalization activists (chapters 2 and 5). These
logics will then be illustrated by empirical case studies, beyond
ideal-type models (chapters 3 and 6). We will then focus on their
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concept of social change as well as the stakes and values of their
struggle against the neoliberal ideology (chapters 4 and 7).

The encounters, interactions and tensions between these two
paths of alter-globalization will be examined in the fourth part
of the book. We will first (chapter 8) describe and illustrate three
modalities of encounter between the two paths (dichotomization,
assimilation and cross-fertilization). Then, in chapter 9, we will
examine the main debates to which most of the tensions between
the two paths of alter-globalization can be traced: privileged level
of action, organization of the movement, and approach to change.
Finally, chapter 10 will analyse the ways in which the core ten-
dencies of the movement have been reconfigured since 2003, in
a period that is no longer characterized by the hegemony of neo-
liberal globalization but by its crisis.

First of all, chapter 1 will pose the basis of the argumentation
by discussing the assertion of social agency as the central meaning
of alter-globalization, emphasize the main dimensions of a ques-
tioning and renewal of political citizenship and activism that
marked the movement, and make explicit the methodological and
field research choices on which this work relies.
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The Will to Become an Actor

An actor against neoliberal ideology
A constitutive relationship with neoliberal ideology

The 1990s were marked by the expansion of markets in former
communist countries, strong economic growth in the United
States and United Kingdom, and a period of trade liberalization.
Such, at any rate, was the dominant meaning attributed to glo-
balization at this time. This inevitable and ‘happy globalization’
(Minc, 1997) was celebrated by some, while its detractors often
adopted a demagogic discourse in which globalization became
the root of all evil, transformed into a general explanation which
dispensed with all analysis." Alter-globalization activists adopted
a different position. Their criticisms were levelled not at global-
ization per se, but at the consequences of economic liberalization
and market supremacy. R. Passet, president of the Scientific
Committee of ATTAC France, emphasized that ‘it is not a matter
of denying that the opening of borders has greatly contributed
to an increase in the global product these past years’ (Grain
de Sable? 415, 8 April 2003). Alter-globalization activists do not
oppose globalization but an ideology: neoliberalism. Hegemonic
throughout the 1990s, the neoliberal ideology managed to
control the direction and meaning of globalization, tying the
progressive transition to a global society to the image of a
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self-regulated global economy, beyond intervention by policy
makers.

The origin of neoliberalism can be traced to the end of the
1940s, when a handful of intellectuals met at Mont Pélerin,
Switzerland. With F. Hayek as their central thinker, they opposed
the then dominant Keynesian policies and the expansion of the
social state, which they believed constituted impediments to eco-
nomic development. From the beginning of the 1980s, neoliberal-
ism assumed a dominant role. This was symbolized by Mrs
Thatcher taking office in Britain in 1979 and R. Reagan in the
United States in 1980, with their emphasis on ‘free capital move-
ments, monetarism and a minimal state that does not accept the
responsibility for correcting income inequalities or managing
serious externalities’ (Held & McGrew, 2007: 188). With the fall
of the Berlin Wall, neoliberal ideology became hegemonic. The
dominant, quasi-uncontested, interpretation of the events of 1989
was that they represented a total and definitive victory for market
democracy. Journalists and opponents of this ideology referred
to the package of principles promoted by the IMF, the World
Bank and the American Treasury as the Washington Consensus
agenda (Williamson, 1990). Focused on the elimination of bar-
riers to free markets, the neoliberal agenda encouraged countries
to privatize public services and companies, drastically reduce the
economic role of the state, limit public spending, liberalize inter-
national trade, services and investments, open to foreign direct
investment, decrease public expenditure on well-directed social
targets and secure property rights (Held & McGrew, 2007:
187-9; Anderson, 1999).

Driving these policies was the will to promote a purely eco-
nomic rationality, liberated from all obstacles stemming from
regulations designed to moderate the economic system. After the
fall of the Berlin Wall, neoliberal ideology and free trade were
presented as the sole and inevitable path of modernization and
transition to a global society: ‘There is no alternative,” as Mrs
Thatcher stated. Increased unemployment or poverty rates were
presented, ‘as inevitable fluctuations, beneficial in the long run,
or as the result of systemic constraints’ (Boltanski & Chiapello,
2005[1999]: 28; D. Cohen, 2004). Placing the market at the
centre of the organization of social life and international rela-
tions, the neoliberal ideology makes actors disappear in favour
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of a global system ruled by markets, in which governments are
relieved of their capacity for intervention: a world without actors
and alternatives.

This is precisely what alter-globalization activists oppose. The
World Social Forum slogan ‘Another world is possible’ was
intended to reject the ‘End of History’ (Fukuyama, 1992), to
denounce the notion that ‘the future is no longer produced by the
unfolding of a humanist project, as conscious as possible of
potentials and pitfalls. It is produced by blind forces imposed like
a power external to humanity: the “laws of the market”’ (Amin,
2001). The first challenge for the alter-globalization movement
was to throw into question this concept of globalization, which
dominated, almost without debate, in the mid-1990s. Their objec-
tive was to ‘change minds, a necessary detoxification after two
decades of neoliberal brainwashing’ (ATTAC, 2000b: 14); ‘People
should know that markets are not self-regulated’ (A. Zacharie,
interview, 2003). The 2008 and 2009 global economic and finan-
cial crisis showed they were right in much of their analysis.

This conflictual relationship with the neoliberal ideology is
constitutive of the alter-globalization movement. It is within a
conflictual relationship with an adversary that a social movement
constructs itself (Touraine, 1978). Unlike a radical rupture
between two enemies who seek to destroy each other, two move-
ments in conflict (rather than at war) struggle over shared cultural
values, issues and orientations. The workers’ movement shared
the values of industrial society (progress, the importance of indus-
trial production, etc.) with the capitalists of the era. Globalization,
individuation of activists’ commitment as much as executive
careers (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005[1999]), networked organi-
zation (Juris, 2004; Pleyers, 2009), the importance of communi-
cation and the culture of the event, are all features of this reflexive
(Beck, Giddens & Lash, 1996; Dubet, 1994), information society
(Castells, 1996-8), inhabited by both alter-globalization activists
and their neoliberal adversaries.

The myth of Seattle

The mobilizations against the WTO ministerial summit in Seattle,
December 1999, highly dramatized the opposition to the political
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fatalism of the market and the assertion of the possibility of
acting: citizens managed to block the WTO trade liberalization
process. However, an objective analysis of the battle of Seattle
soon reveals the mythical and constructed character of this alter-
globalization victory. The failure of the Millennium Round of the
WTO owed much more to the tensions between the United States,
the European Union and certain countries of the global south (E.
Cohen,* 2001) than to the 50,000 protesters outside, ten times
less numerous than those at the G-8 summit in Genoa.
Nevertheless, the failure of the Seattle negotiations was attributed
by the press, public opinion and even WTO officials® to the pro-
testers. One could also note that the issues at stake in Seattle were
hardly more important than those addressed at previous summits.
In 1994, the summit held in Marrakesh gave birth to the WTO,
but attracted only limited popular opposition. Moreover, the
alter-globalization movement did not originate in Seattle. Its
mobilizations owed much of their impact and their very existence
to the dynamism of already well-established alter-globalization
networks, such as Global Trade Watch, the International Forum
on Globalization, and ATTAC, which had already raised popular
awareness about the questions at issue.

Whatever their real impact, however, the events of Seattle were
invested with major significance: through mobilizing, ‘ordinary
citizens’ and civil society organizations can have an impact on
decisions taken at the highest level, even by international organi-
zations which had previously appeared to be inaccessible. That
the failure of the negotiations objectively owes more to disagree-
ments among WTO members than to protesters changes nothing.
The historian E. P. Thompson (1963) has demonstrated the great
importance of myths and heroic acts in the construction of col-
lective consciousness, just as W. I. and E. S. Thomas (1928: 572)
maintained ‘if men define situations as real, they are real in their
consequences’ (see Merton, 1995). In this way, attributing the
failure of the WTO to the alter-globalization movement validated
the appearance of a new actor and inaugurated a period of strong
growth. Seattle became the model for counter-summits, the very
symbol of resistance to the Washington Consensus and the expres-
sion of the will of thousands of people around the world to ‘reclaim
the power of initiative and decision-making’ (activist from
ATTAC-Liege, December 1999). The failure of the Multilateral
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Agreement on Investment in 1997, then of the Millennium Round
of the WTO in Seattle, came to show that the current model of
development allowed room for political choices, and was not a
matter of ‘inevitable historical necessity’ as the neoliberals had
claimed. What was shouted, sung and danced at the Social Forums
was a refusal of the ineluctable nature of neoliberal policies and
an assertion of the possibility of ‘another world’: the will to par-
ticipate in decisions affecting world future.

Two high-profile activists, which the following chapters show
belong to two quite distinct trends of alter-globalization, can be
quoted in this regard. The French-Spanish intellectual I. Ramonet,
author of the Monde Diplomatique editorial which gave birth to
ATTAC, proclaimed that ‘the suffering in this world is not inevi-
table. To rectify it, thirty billion dollars per year would be suf-
ficient. It would be sufficient to levy 4% tax on the 225 biggest
fortunes in the world! Thirty billion dollars per year, that’s what
the Europeans and Americans spend on perfume. There is nothing
impossible about it” (ATTAC at Le Zénith, 19 January 2002).

Embodying a new generation of activists, Naomi Klein con-
veyed a similar message at the second WSF in Porto Alegre, Brazil:

We grew up with messages of impossibility. It was impossible to
confront poverty, impossible to have a foreign policy independent
of the United States. . . . Everything was impossible. But today, the
world has changed. There is a new generation and now, it is pos-
sible. It is possible that people participate in choices as in Porto
Alegre. It is possible to have independent media. . . . We are con-
structing an alternative to a culture which says that no other
society is possible.

Thus, while the omnipotence of the market and of economic
globalization was proclaimed everywhere, with the corollary that
states and, a fortiori, citizens had limited capacity to act, this
protest movement insisted that globalization had not vitiated
social agency. Young and not so young, ‘ordinary citizens’ and
long-standing activists sought to ‘reappropriate the future of the
world together’; ‘re-conquer the spaces lost by democracy to the
financial sector”® (a text of ATTAC-Liege, 2000), and participate
in decisions on which their destiny depended. This will to become
an actor is omnipresent in interviews with alter-globalization
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activists encountered in different countries: ‘Either we choose to
be a cockleshell adrift in the sea, or we say, “I want to row” . . .,
to say, “No, I want to struggle, I want to have an impact, [ want
to try to influence decisions, even in a small way”’ (interview,

2000).

Two paths of a movement

Along with other actors, alter-globalization has contributed to a
profound shift in dominant approaches to political economy and
to the transition to a global society. In a context where policy
makers, structured political participation and representative
democracy have shown their limitations in the face of global
challenges, how did this global but heterogeneous movement
manage to become an actor in the global age and against neolib-
eral ideology? How did this ‘will to become an actor’ translate
in concrete terms? Responses drawn from empirical observation
yielded paradoxical results. Here are four examples:

1. In the course of our research on alter-globalization youth,
our interest was essentially focused on particular groups, observed
in London, Paris and Mexico, as well as at the World Social
Forumsand numerousinternational mobilizations. The similarities
in their discourse and practice were striking, though no formal
link existed between them. These networks of urban youth,
with an innovative and very individualized political commitment,
all claimed a strong Zapatista inspiration. How to explain
the appeal of an indigenous, rural movement, engaged in a
struggle to defend communities, to very individualized, urban
youth?

2. Another permanent paradox of alter-globalization resides
in the co-existence, within the same movement and sometimes
the same location, of very different practices. Can the street
parties in Birmingham, samba parades in Porto Alegre, concerts,
festive and playful actions really be part of the same movement
as the summer universities, conferences and Social Forums’
workshops, which bring together hundreds of activists to sit
through eight hours of lectures a day on ‘extremely boring’
themes, to borrow the term of the president of a local chapter of
ATTAC?
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3. The third example is drawn from the mobilization against
the WTO in Cancun. Hundreds of NGOs and advocacy networks
had worked for months in order to be accredited by the WTO
and thereby gain access to the negotiation centre, in the hopes of
having their arguments heard by government delegates. A mile
from the Cancun congress centre, an Italian alter-globalization
activist argued, ‘I am not here to try to influence the ongoing
negotiations. I’'m not interested in that.” Why then did he travel
12,000 kilometres to take part in the mobilizations at Cancin?
A response was suggested by one of his fellow countrymen in the
ensuing discussion: ‘We don’t want to enter into negotiations or
influence governments. . . . We want to create something different:
alternative spaces that don’t follow the rules dictated by the WTO
and the G-8”

4. Finally, in discussing a thirty-year-old Belgian alter-
globalization leader, two activists of the same age offered sharply
divergent opinions:

At ATTAC, many people said that Benjamin was starting to take
up too much space. But he’s the one with the expertise. He works
hard. He has written seven books! I don’t even want to know the
hours he keeps. I don’t mind if someone who works so hard is put
in front.

ATTAC, they are the people who speak on behalf of others.
Benjamin, we know each other, but it really pisses me off when
he speaks for me. I don’t have an intellectual problem, no problem
with articulation, none with expressing myself which would
prevent me from doing a TV interview. ... Really, it is robbing
others of their speech; he is out to lunch when he says that their
points of view are better founded than mine.

These four examples constitute enigmas which are particularly
intriguing because they resurfaced, in multiple variations, in
each country where this research was conducted. Their repetition
in very distinct contexts indicates they should be considered not
as insignificant incoherences of a disparate movement, but as
the result of structural characteristics of the alter-globalization
movement. These paradoxes become intelligible once we conceive
of alter-globalization not as a homogeneous movement but as an
uneasy convergence of two tendencies, one centred on subjectiv-
ity, the other on reason, and both asserting the will to be an
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actor within and in the face of globalization and against
neoliberalism. The first tendency is based on experience and
subjectivity and primarily assumes the shape of an expressive
movement. The second is centred on expertise and can be con-
sidered more of a movement focused on instrumental aims, ratio-
nal arguments and a modernization purpose. Each of these paths
constitutes a coherent whole of normative orientations and logics
of action (Dubet, 1994). Each in turn will form the subject of
the next two parts of this book. Before that, the second half
of this chapter will introduce the major aspects of the alter-
globalization movement as a call for a renewal of political
activism and its relations with other civil society actors. It will
conclude by listing the main field research and materials from
which this study is drawn, explaining their selection on episte-
mological considerations concerning a global, multi-sited and
multilayered actor.

Social agency in the global age
Rethinking social change and social movements

Alter-globalization embodies a call for the renewal of political
citizenship and activism. One of the major challenges facing
alter-globalization lies in the reconfiguration of the political
imaginary and, in particular, the conceptualization of social
change. This means bypassing the classical idea of revolution
as well as complementing representative democracy, which
remains anchored in the nation-state (Held, 1995). The two
paths of the alter-globalization movement constitute two concrete
experimentations in this perspective. They establish practices
through which citizens, social movements and civil society attempt
to have an impact on the course of things. In this context, the
alter-globalization movement is inscribed in the continuation of
reflections and recent experiences, notably those of the actors
of emerging global civil society (Kaldor et al., 2001-3, 2004-9;
Della Porta & Tarrow, 2005; Keck & Sikkink, 1998) and those
of new social movements which marked the first decades of post-
industrial society (Touraine et al., 1980), notably the green and
feminists movements, as well as democratization movements in
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East Europe and Latin America (Kaldor, 2003; Touraine et al.,
1983).

Although it carries over some of the issues raised by previous
protest actors (Agrikoliansky, Fillieule & Mayer, 2005), alter-
globalization also questions these and tries going beyond certain
limits. In the wake of changes wrought by successive waves of
new social movements since 1968, the alter-globalization move-
ment challenges the forms of activism and the concepts of change
associated with the large movements of industrial society
(Wieviorka, 2005). This is the case, for example, with trade
unions, which often find themselves helpless in meeting the threat
of offshore relocation. Alter-globalization represents an attempt
to relocate the struggle and the defence of workers in a global
arena (Waterman & Timms, 2004; Carlsen, Wise & Salazar,
2003). While ‘claims for the recognition of group difference [had]
become intensely salient in recent periods, at times eclipsing
claims for social equality’ (Fraser, 1997: 2), neoliberalism and
economic globalization in the 1990s raised inequalities to levels
that hadn’t been seen since 1945. To the new generation of activ-
ists, for whom Naomi Klein (2002a: 25) has become a spokes-
person, ‘the promise of increased cultural choice was betrayed by
other forces’.” Some post-materialist values (Inglehart, 1977; in
particular, respect for diversity, personal development and recog-
nition) remain central to the alter-globalization movement, but
they are now combined with a renewed interest in economic
inequality and social justice.

Alter-globalization also represents a response to the profound
transformations in the field of third world aid and international
solidarity NGOs. Since the 1990s, the World Bank and the
IMF have relied on what they considered to be a ‘comparative
advantage’ of NGOs in terms of efficiency, cost and output,
mobilizing them in private-public partnerships (Kaldor, 2003;
Pirotte, 2007). Numerous NGOs were then solicited by interna-
tional institutions to take up social services abandoned by
states. Between 1990 and 2000, the percentage of NGOs stating
that their objective was to provide social, medical and educa-
tional services grew by 79 per cent, 50 per cent and 24 per cent
respectively (Kaldor, Anheier & Glasius, 2003: 15-16). Far from
their utopian beginnings, many NGO activists regretted being
reduced to bandaging wounds resulting from the application
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of the Washington Consensus, while struggling within a particu-
larly competitive NGO market (McLaughlin, Osborne & Ferlie,
2002). Moreover, some activists became convinced by the
idea that ‘improving the situation of the South [would occur]
mostly through a change in policy and ideology in the North
and in international institutions’.® Many of these converted into
actors and often founders of the alter-globalization movement,’
transitioning from development aid to shared struggles against
neoliberal policies and global institutions. Classical models of
development cooperation and international solidarity rested
largely on the transfer of resources, knowledge and a model of
development from the north to the global south. Holding the
World Social Forums in cities of the global south became a
symbol of the will of alter-globalization activists to base their
movement on mutual exchanges of experience, analysis and
knowledge, flowing both from north to south and from south to
north.

Alter-globalization activists also want to establish a distance
from traditional political parties and ‘traditional politics’.
Qualifying their political involvement as ‘citizen’ or ‘activist’,
activists insist that it is ‘non-politician’. The ambiguity of the
relationship of alter-globalization activists to political parties
stems from the will of the movement to combine public activism
with a rejection of some aspects of traditional political engage-
ment. This didn’t prevent many activists from placing their
hopes in the electoral victories of progressive leaders in Latin
America, at the risk of sometimes becoming disenchanted
(Alternatives Sud, 2005). Nor do actors of traditional politics
and those of the alter-globalization movement live in two separate
worlds: some activists moved from one sphere to the other, while
others sought to instrumentalize the movement for electoral
gain. Various leftist parties also actively supported the alter-
globalization approach while respecting its autonomy and its own
logic. Moreover, many parties have ‘one foot in civil society, and
another in the state. While they represent collective aspirations
and organize society by creating strong identities on one side, on
the other, they adopt the rules of electoral power struggles and
the restrictions imposed by political expediency in terms of lead-
ership and vertical relations over their membership’ (Olvera,
2003: 35).
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The valorization of diversity

The renewal of political culture proposed by alter-globalization
is also founded on a strong valorization of diversity, promoted as
one of the constitutive values of the movement in various dimen-
sions: identity, model of convergence, relationship with the
adversary (opposition to homogenization wrought by transna-
tional corporations) and models of alternative societies (‘a world
in which many worlds fit’).

Classic models in the study of social movements consider inter-
nal diversity as a feature of a preliminary stage of a movement’s
formation, during which the movement must ‘draw one unified
challenge from disparate and changing coalitions’ (Tilly, 1986:
546). Through increased meetings and common activities, diver-
sity should gradually give way to stronger group unity. From this
perspective, the coexistence of many variations within a move-
ment is only temporary; it will soon be overtaken by greater
conformity, as the movement matures, or by a dispersion of its
various components.

On the contrary, alter-globalization activists proclaim: ‘We
have absolutely no intention of making ourselves homogeneous’
(a leader of the Italian Social Forum, in Antentas, Egirun &
Romero, 2003: 88). Rather than attempting to eliminate differ-
ence, they actually insist that it is ‘necessary to preserve these
differences within the movement’ (Susan George, Paris, December
2000). ‘Unity in diversity’ and ‘Our differences are our strength’
have become watchwords for many speeches and texts presenting
diversity as a positive feature rather than a flaw.

Many social and national movements of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, whether nationalist or working-class, regarded
growing internal uniformity as necessary to their development.
Alter-globalization activists refuse to pay the price of uniformity:
a limitation of heterodoxy and plurality. This is a major rupture
with the movements of industrial society: “When we demonstrate
that the new century and the new millennium are those of dif-
ferences, we mark a fundamental rupture with what the 20th
century was about: the great struggle of hegemonies’
(Subcomandante Marcos, interview in Michel & Escarzaga, 2001:
140). While a unified movement implies the existence of a central
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power, the internal preservation of diversity relies on multiple,
intersecting networks. Therefore, on a local and global level, a
growing number of activists feel the need not ‘for some kind of
central organizational committee calling from above for mobiliza-
tion, but for a network, for communication purposes above all,
that allows us to interconnect and make the important points of
the movement known’ (R. Bolini, in Antentas et al., 2003: 84).
In their statement from the 2002 WSF, one of the most suc-
cessful texts resulting from the Social Forums, several hundred
delegates of grassroots organizations and civil society networks
proclaimed that ‘each population, culture and identity is the heri-
tage of humankind for current and future generations’. This valo-
rization of diversity was advanced primarily by four important
components of alter-globalization. Latin American indigenous
peoples demanded ‘recognition of the fact that there are many
different worlds, that there are distinct cultures that must be
respected on all social, cultural and economic levels.!” Diversity
is also a particularly important theme for alter-globalization
activists in India. During the WSF in Mumbai in 2004, many
activities aimed to ‘celebrate diversity’, whether that of sexuality,
of culture or of religion. Similarly, the Charter of the World
March of Women, approved in over 100 countries around the
world in 2004, proclaimed, ‘We are building a world where
diversity is considered an asset and individuality a source of rich-
ness’ (Women’s Global Charter for Humanity, 2000). Finally,
youth ‘alter-activists’ also highly value diversity, whether it con-
cerns culture, sexual orientations or each activist’s individual
specificities. Diversity is performed in their demonstrations and
carnivalesque parades, where the strength of the collective arises
from the individuals’ differences and initiatives (see part 2). This
valorization of diversity also constitutes a recurring argument
evoked by alter-globalization activists to distinguish themselves
from, and to oppose, communalism, fundamentalism or national-
ism as well as neoliberalism: ‘In the face of market and quantita-
tive homogenization of the world, in the face of false capitalist
universalisms, we want to reaffirm the richness represented by
cultural diversity and the unique contribution of each people,
each culture, each individual’;'' “We are fighting against hege-
monic thinking (pensée unique). It is therefore out of the question
for us to create a new form of hegemonic thinking. It is through
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our multiplicity that we will be able to make things change’ (a
Parisian protester, 2002).

In taking on this challenge, activists have gradually formed a
new ideal and idealized'> model of convergence, based on the
articulation of differences rather than homogenization: the Social
Forums (Pleyers, 2004). It is based on the creation of ‘open
spaces’ (Sen & Keraghel, 2004) and on a broad culture of dia-
logue and discussion (Whitaker, 2006). Alter-globalization’s
management of its own diversity is also based on networking,
consensus building and tools like Babels, the global volunteer
translators’ network which has played a fundamental role in most
continental and World Social Forums since 2004.

The open-minded politics and practices it promotes create a
real challenge to hegemonic thinking as well as to the habits of
activists with more traditional methods of convergence and orga-
nization (Sen, 2004: 212). The Zapatista dream of ‘a world in
which many worlds fit” leads to a different concept of democracy
and decision-making processes, based more on consensus and
participation than majority rule. Consensus allows very different
social actors to come directly together, from trade unions’ or Via
Campesina’s delegates who represent millions to small self-help
local groups or youth alter-activists’ ephemeral networks.
However, this form of decision-making process poses numerous
concrete problems. While it avoids the ‘tyranny of the majority’,
consensus is characterized by the absence of explicit rules and
can allow an individual or a group to exercise unchecked
influence in an assembly.” In addition, discussion within a very
heterogeneous movement relying on a multiform, reticulated
structure is often long and complex. Frequently, the decisions
which result ‘do not go beyond the least common denominator’,
unhappily for those actors more heavily invested in alter-
globalization or more radical. Finally, the decentralized, reticu-
lated structure of this movement is not always efficient: each
decision demands lengthy discussions.

Beyond the nation-state: a multi-layered actor

Typically, when people talk about alter-globalization, they refer
to Porto Alegre, Genoa or another city that has hosted a global
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event. The global has indeed become an increasingly prominent
level of action and imagination within the movement. Nevertheless,
‘a net increase in globality does not necessarily mean an equiva-
lent decline of locality’ (Albrow, 1996: 10) — both because global-
ity takes shape in local territories and national contexts (Sassen,
2007, 2008) and because global struggles may become a focus
for local action. Thus, the fact that the alter-globalization move-
ment may be a global actor does not mean it is ‘de-territorialized’
and disconnected from local realities and specificities: the Boston
Social Forum doesn’t look like Manchester’s or Sheffield’s. As C.
Tilly (2004: 90) stated, the globalization of the movement has
produced both common elements — shared culture, practices and
action models, such as Social Forums — and diversity, ‘because
each region’s organizers found ways of integrating social move-
ment strategies into local conditions’.

Much empirical evidence indicates that the national level
should not be underestimated. It remains deeply influential on the
organization of global movements (Smith & Wiest, 2005; Tarrow,
2005) and on the way claims are framed (Della Porta & Tarrow,
2005). The nation-state also remains the main context in which
democracy is organized (Held, 1995): its institutions as well as
its debates. In this framework, citizens share a language, a specific
political and social landscape, and national political actors they
try to pressure. Even the EU Treaty aimed at instituting the
European Constitution was put to referendum and essentially
debated in the national frameworks. A good number of organiza-
tions which fed into the alter-globalization movement between
1997 and 2005 in fact emerged at this national level (Pleyers,
2007: 139-7): ATTAC-France often mobilizes on national issues
and adopted a structure different from those of ATTAC-Belgium
and ATTAC-Germany. With the increase in international alter-
globalization gatherings, the issues, dynamics and transnational
connections all contributed to decreasing the importance of the
national context as international networks and the continental
level assumed a mounting significance in the movement.

Between the perspective of 1. Wallerstein (1999: 19), who
believes that, ‘in the current transition, it is useful to work at
both the local and global levels, but of relatively little value to
work at the level of the nation-state’, and those of social scientists
whose analysis of alter-globalization is drawn entirely from the



30 The Will to Become an Actor

national context (Agrikoliansky, Fillieule & Mayer, 2005), our
empirical observations lead us to view the national as indispens-
able to understanding the movement, though analysis should not
be limited to that level. The national scale must thus be inscribed
within an articulation of other levels.

Therefore, the alter-globalization movement can be reduced
neither to its global expressions nor to a juxtaposition of its local
and national variations. Research needs therefore to be not only
multi-sited (Gille, 2001) but also multi-layered. Field research for
this book has been conducted in a significant variety of contexts,
observing activists at local, national and international gatherings.
Besides the World Social Forums and global mobilizations, the
main field research was conducted in France, Belgium and Mexico.
Shorter research stays took place in Spain, England, Nicaragua
and Argentina. Studying the alter-globalization movement at the
global level is indispensable, both to understand the broad nature
of and challenges facing this actor and to grasp the subjective
experience of the global by its activists. The seven World Social
Forums (in Porto Alegre (2001, 2002, 2003 and 2005), Mumbai
(2004), Bamako (2006) and Nairobi (2008)) as well as several
global and continental events — like the anti-G8 and anti-WTO
mobilizations in Genoa 2001, Evian 2003, Cancun 2003 and
Heiligendamm 2007, and the mobilizations around the London
G-201in 2009 - represented opportunities to grasp the specifically
global dimension of this movement."* The three European Social
Forums (Paris 2003, London 2004, Malmo6 2008), European
mobilizations (Nice 2000, Liege 2001, Ghent 2001, Brussels 2001
and 2005, Seville 2002) and a dozen continental meetings, includ-
ing the important ‘European Preparatory Assemblies’, showed the
growing importance of this level within the movement.

At the same time, empirical research on a global movement
remains strongly situated and its analysis depends in part on the
author’s field research. While news analysis and interviews with
leaders have emphasized the dimensions of the movement (e.g.,
Fougier, 2008), ethnographic field research has led social scien-
tists to emphasize the energy and creativity of these activists,
suggesting the emergence of a distinct culture of activism rather
than the lack of maturity or strength of a social movement (e.g.
McDonald, 2006; Juris & Pleyers, 2009; Osterweil, 2004;
Ponniah, 2006). The ethnographic approach indeed allows
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emphasis to be placed on emerging elements that have been
largely ignored by other methods. Through its lengthy time com-
mitment, it allows ‘adjustment between hypothesis and evidence,
especially in the form of interrogating activists about what they
think they are doing’ (Jasper, 2007a: 97; see also Cefai, 2007).
Moreover, Martin Albrow (2007) has shown that ethnography
remains a particularly appropriate method for studying global
actors.

The development of our general approach and the choice
of field research were adapted to take into account three central
characteristics of the movement: its multi-layered and multi-
situated nature; the distinct repertoires (Tilly, 1986) and logics
of action of its two main trends; and the evolution of the move-
ment towards a more reticulated structure, less centred on social
movement organizations. Beginning in October 1999, research
material was collected in some 250 activist meetings, over 800
lectures and numerous actions; 152 semi-directed interviews
followed a similar path. Informal exchanges and debates with
hundreds of activists have been among the most precious materi-
als. Activist tracts, books and documents have also been useful
for understanding the expert and intellectual components of
alter-globalization.






Part 2

The Way of Subjectivity

It is above all the pursuit of experience that matters: reason
always follows, its phosphorescent blindfold over the eyes. (André
Breton, Surrealism and Painting, 1928)






2

The Experience of
Another World

Resisting through subjectivity

Fifteen hours into the gathering in the village of Juan Diego,
Chiapas, which played host to the Meeting of the Zapatista
comandantes with youth and NGOs in August 2005, speakers
continued, one after the other, to take their turn at the stand and
exchange local experiences. At three in the morning, it is Tito’s
turn, a youth from a suburb of Mexico City: ‘I don’t know how
to speak well in public. Actually, there are only two things that
I know how to do well: graffiti and hip hop. So I am going to
sing one of my songs; a rebel, a Zapatista song.” The atmosphere
rose a notch and soon people were on their feet. The young singer
took the opportunity to launch into a second song, ‘dedicated to
Subcomandante Marcos’, and then a third. Despite the lateness
of the hour, the fifteen or so Zapatista comandantes all remained
to listen to this teenager, who expressed in his own way the dif-
ficulties of life in the poor suburbs, his disappointed hopes and
his desire for a better world.

Instead of theoretical arguments or economic calculations,
activists of the way of subjectivity strive to resist neoliberal
globalization and to construct themselves as actors through per-
formances and lived experience. Against the commodification of
culture, pleasure and experience by global corporations, they
assert their creativity and their subjectivity, understood as the
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affects, emotions and thoughts raised by or created by the will
to think and to act by oneself, to develop and express one’s own
creativity, to construct one’s own existence. These activists believe
that “That which is oppressed and resists is . . . not only particular
groups of people who are oppressed but also (and perhaps espe-
cially) particular aspects of the personality of all of us: our
self-confidence, our sexuality, our playfulness, our creativity’
(Holloway,! 2002: 157). Lived experience, the assertion of sub-
jectivity, identity and creativity are set up against the triumph of
market utilitarianism. They are placed at the heart of these
expressive movements, which resist the domination of every
sphere of life by the rules of the market, against ‘those who would
like to rationalize the art of living’ (an actress during ‘ATTAC at
Le Zénith’, 19 January 2002).

This subjectivity and creativity are expressed through the many
actions taken, from the subversion of advertising (‘ad-busting’) to
festive carnivalesque parades and companies of clowns during
blockades of international summits. Everywhere, it is a matter of
‘posing against the misery of power, the joy of being’ (Hardt &
Negri, 2000: 496). Such theatrics aim to make events attractive
and media-worthy, to invite the audience to engage with an issue
or simply to have fun and enjoy themselves while protesting. In
these experiences of resistance, the actor’s entire person is involved
in the action; her thought, of course, but also her body (McDonald,
2006) and emotions (Goodwin, Jasper & Polletta, 2001). For
most direct action strategies, it is the body which is put into play
to defend the occupation of a building or block access to inter-
national summits. Movement repression and police violence
against alter-globalization demonstrators (Della Porta, Peterson
& Reiter, 2006) are read by activists as a growing will to limit
their freedom and to control of subjectivity.

In the three chapters dedicated to the way of subjectivity, we
will rely on observations and interviews in five case studies of
actors embodying different modalities of this logic of action.
Starting in 1994, the indigenous Zapatista movement has imple-
mented the autonomy of rural communities in Chiapas, Mexico.
For its part, the autonomous social and cultural centre Barricade
is established in a working-class neighbourhood of Liege, Belgium.
It hosts diverse activities, all of which aim to create new sociabil-
ity and practical alternatives to consumer society and to passive
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leisure activities. Young alter-activists offer a very individualized
form of political engagement, in which creativity and the auton-
omy of activists hold a central place. The Argentinian piqueteros
are activists in the unemployed movements which emerged fol-
lowing the consequences of strong neoliberal policies adopted in
the 1990s. They were frontline actors in the mobilizations of
2001 and 2002, which led to the resignation of two Argentinian
presidents in ten days. During our visit to Buenos Aires in February
2003, we were particularly interested in the ‘autonomous’ fringe
of the piqueteros who were characterized by a very critical atti-
tude towards government, the will to self-organize and efforts
geared towards reorganizing neighbourhood life. The social poli-
cies of N. Kirchner and the decision of many piqueteros leaders
to join the ‘officialist’” camp marginalized this autonomous ten-
dency in the following years (Svampa, 2005). Finally, the
‘Intersiderale’ fluid network brings together some twenty very
creative alter-activists in Belgium. They participated in the mobi-
lizations against the G-8 at Genoa, Evian and Rostock, but for
the most part are active at the local level. In 2003, they occupied
a former school for several days, turning it into the ‘School of
the Cybermandais’ with workshops and concerts. They later
became involved in the parades of the ‘EuroMayDay’ network
and initiated a defence movement for vulnerable workers.

Spaces of experience
To experiment and to experience

Achieving a political impact is not the first aim for these activists.
They are constructed around two aspects of experience: to exper-
iment and to feel (Dubet, 1994: 92; McDonald, 2006). On the
one hand, these activists want to defend the autonomy of their
lived experience in the face of the domination of all aspects of
life by global cultural industries and economic powers (Illich,
1973; Habermas, 1984). They are rebelling against the manipula-
tion of needs and information. Their movements represent a call
for personal freedom against the logics of power and of produc-
tion, consumption and mass media. However, as A. Touraine
(2002: 391) explains, ‘We cannot oppose this invasion with
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universal principles but with the resistance of our unique experi-
ences.” Moreover, for the alter-globalization activists, political
engagement is lived rather than calculated: ‘It is very important
to me to live an alternative experience like this, to show that we
can live differently, and that it works’;* ‘I lived [the European
Social Forums of] Florence and Paris, but I have not yet experi-
enced the World Forums.”

On the other hand, alter-globalization activists refuse all pre-
conceived models and plans to create this other world, and privi-
lege learning by experience, by trial and error, in the process
of experimenting. Activists consider the struggle as a process of
creative experimentation in which the values of ‘another world’
are put into practice within organizations, in the Social
Forums (Grubacic, 2003) or in daily life. They understand ‘build-
ing another world” from the starting point of their concrete,
alternative practices and experiences: alternative consumption,
horizontal and participative organization of activists’ networks
and communities. As the introduction to the alter-activist space
parallel to the 2003 European Social Forum in Paris explained,
“We don’t dissociate our practices and our objectives. We choose
a horizontal, anti-sexist, self- and eco-organizational way of
working, starting with affinity groups.’ In this ‘prefigurative’ activ-
ism (Epstein, 1991; Graeber, 2002; Juris, 2008a), the objective
does not precede action, but is concomitant. Like Gandhi, activists
of this way of subjectivity believe that ‘“We must be the change we
want to see in the world.” Activists of the way of subjectivity
have seized upon and developed this idea: ‘It’s not tomorrow that
there will be changes; they are visible today in the movement.*

Subjectivity and experience being at the heart of the engage-
ment, it does not only play out against an external adversary or
system. It is also within the personality of each individual and in
each actor of the movement: “The struggle is just as strong against
oneself as against the enemy. We must be conscious of and rec-
ognize the tendencies to pride and opportunism that we all have,
since we are all steeped in this system’ (young Argentinian activ-
ist). Activists’ subjectivity is immersed in the movement, giving
not only their time but their emotions and their very being. It is
consequently also a matter of transforming the self, one’s rela-
tions to others and to oneself — particularly since the goal is
‘escaping the spirit of competition and consumerism promoted by
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neoliberalism’ (an activist during the ‘Beyond the ESF’ gathering,
London, 2004). In the same way, the main thrust of Zapatism
lies in the transformation of social relations within communities
themselves — whether relations of production, political decision-
making, gender relations, or the assertion of dignity as recovered
self-esteem.

Confronted with the invasion of life by the logic of the global
market, these actors seek to build spaces of experience: places
sufficiently autonomous and distanced from capitalist society
which permit actors to live according to their own principles,’
to knit different social relations and to express their subjectivity.
In this way, daily life, a social centre, or alter-globalization gath-
erings become spaces where alternative practices are tried out and
lived. They are simultaneously places of struggle and the ‘ante-
chambers of a new world’ (Ornelas, 2007). They allow each
individual and each collectivity to construct themselves as sub-
jects, to become an actor in their own lives and defend their right
to be different.

The forms and duration of these spaces of experience vary
greatly. Some allow participants to entirely (re-)construct their
lives, such as the Zapatista communities® and their Caracoles
(Good Government Councils); some piqueteros neighbourhoods
in Buenos Aires; new rural communities (Mésini, 2003); alterna-
tive squats;’ and the settlements (‘asentamentos’) of the Brazilian
movement of landless peasants (MST, cf. Wright & Wolford,
2003). The group of landless peasants we visited in 2002 in the
south of Brazil had established not only small individual farms
on the land they had appropriated but also collective organic
fields, a school applying Freirean pedagogy and a health centre
which practised natural, traditional and alternative methods.
Some of these actors have developed logics of utopian communi-
ties, which seek to embody alternative values in their practice and
in the organization of their movement (P. Starr, 1979: 246).

Other spaces of experience are more ephemeral: border camps,
alternative camps at G-8 summits and some occupations last only
a matter of days. From 1 to 4 May 2003, for example, a group
of ‘disobedient’ and self-organized activists occupied an aban-
doned school in Liege. They organized discussion workshops, an
independent radio, concerts and parties, building a community
life that sought to escape the ‘practices and values promoted by
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capitalism’. More transient still are the ‘occupations’ and ‘reap-
propriations’ of the streets which generally only last a couple of
hours. This type of action was highly valued by the Reclaim the
Streets network at the end of the 1990s: ‘Whether we were
reclaiming the road from cars, reclaiming buildings for squatters,
reclaiming surplus food for the homeless, reclaiming campuses
as a place for protest and theatre, reclaiming our voices from the
deep dark depths of corporate media, or reclaiming our visual
environment from billboards, we were always reclaiming.”® Less
peacefully, ‘autonomous anti-capitalist zones’ are created by black
bloc radical fringes, notably during mass protests against the G-8.
They seek to destroy all symbols of capitalism and consumer
society (bank machines, bank logos, advertisements, luxury car
brands, etc.) in a given area (Bey, 2003 [1991]). With the notable
exception of policemen, they target wealth and never people.

Everyday spaces and social relations

Actors of the way of subjectivity insist on the local roots of their
political engagement. The Italian social centres lend a deep local
embeddedness to the dynamics of the Italian alter-globalization
movement (Montagna, 2006). In the same way, though they chal-
lenge macro-economic policies and participate in national and
international alter-globalization gatherings, the most innovative
of the Argentinian piqueteros networks were primarily active at
the neighbourhood level, whether organizing the distribution of
medicine, a children’s canteen, the rehabilitation of urban zones,
or approaches to local authorities. As D. Merklen explains
(2009:149), the neighbourhood is often ‘the privileged location
for the organization of solidarity efforts and cooperative initia-
tives, base for collective action and source of identification’. They
are also spaces in which alternative practices can be experienced
and the value of the conviviality of social relations re-established.
Neighbourhood, city and community hence represent spaces of
experience: places to experiment with new relationships and
where alternatives are put into practice. At the local level, activists
establish alternatives which may appear limited in scope, but
which embody some of the central values of alter-globalization:
“They said, “You are utopian...” and I replied, “Yes, we are
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utopian. I embrace it. But everything we’ve said up to now, we’ve
done...”’ (a Barricade activist quoted by Louviaux, 2003: 150).

Under the influence of local movements, some neighbourhoods
have become, ‘terrains of subjectivization: over the past years, a
process of production of social relations has been at work in the
territory of the neighbourhood. This subjective operation has
transformed the physiognomy of urban neighbourhoods; pro-
gressing from a passive mode of occupation to active, multiple
modalities of inhabitation’ (Colectivo situaciones, 2002: 169).
Activists want to change the world starting locally, with their
neighbourhood assemblies in Buenos Aires and their communities
in Chiapas. From this perspective, the goal of organizations is
not to increase the number of their activists, to grow in order to
attain a national, or even international, reach, but to build for
the long term and remain locally anchored. Zapatism was able
to rebound after its failures over legal reform on the national
political stage thanks to its roots in local reality and communi-
ties. Likewise, although it seemed utopian in 1996, the Barricade
cultural centre has not ceased developing diverse activities while
remaining tied to its neighbourhood.

When alter-globalization activists close to the subjective pole
meet during international gatherings, they exchange experiences
of struggle as local activists. Though they are inscribed within a
movement of global significance, alter-globalization youth close
to this way of subjectivity anchor their political engagement in
the local: “We have an international goal and it is essential to
articulate ourselves in the global movement; but, at the same
time, we must act locally. There is lots of work to do at this level;
for example, occupations of buildings in the fight against real
estate speculation’ (young Catalan activist, WSF 2002). In the
same way, the results of a large quantitative and qualitative study
of German youth highlighted that ‘politics, for the younger gen-
eration, is not a question of waiting for an opportunity to open
up in the parliamentary-governmental realm, but of conditions
of daily life, in the neighbourhood, school or municipality’
(Hurrelmann & Albert, 2002: 14).

Rather than in global utopias or heroic acts of revolutionaries,
the resistance to neoliberalism emerges and the movement
expresses itself in ‘small acts of daily life of each and every one’.
The separation between daily life and activism disappears as
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everyday activities and life itself become the fields and issues at
stake in social conflicts. Barricade’s Collective Purchasing Group
launches its discussions about agriculture and food policies
from the starting point of the daily meal. In past decades, revo-
lutionaries abandoned their women and children in order to
devote themselves fully to the advent of a revolution that would
transform the world. Today, such attitudes run against the grain
of a movement whose objective is to transform social relations
and everyday life.

For these activists, the world is changed, above all, through
the construction of new forms of sociability. In response to the
question, “What has your involvement in this movement changed
for you?’, a former manager, currently unemployed and active in
a piqueteros movement in a suburb of Buenos Aires (MTD
Quilmes), stated, ‘Before, I didn’t know my neighbours. I left for
work in the morning, I returned at night and I spent the evening
in front of the television. Now, neighbourhood life is very impor-
tant for me. We neighbours help each other a lot. And because I
am a delegate, I must go and discuss with many people.” In oppo-
sition to mass media, which they accuse of having ‘atomized the
society in front of TV sets’ (activist from Intersiderale), activists
have created local and community radio stations’ to strengthen
social fabric in their neighbourhood.

In the face of widespread social disaffiliation (Castel, 2003
[1995]), activists (re-)create convivial relations in neighbourhoods
and organizations, thereby linking their personal quest for a more
convivial life to a struggle against the ‘anonymous relationship’
on which contemporary society is based and which they consider
to emerge from ‘the capitalist and individualistic ideology’: “The
greater the spread of capitalist networks, the more isolated indi-
viduals become. In other words, in order to contribute to the
progress of globalization, they must recognize themselves as
atomized objects, they must de-subjectify themselves’ (Cecena,
1997). Against ‘capitalism which subjects all our relationships to
money’ (interview with J. Holloway, 2003), these activists seek
to establish ‘alternative solutions, like collective purchasing
groups, where people will meet and discuss with each other . . . It’s
essential!’ (an activist from Barricade, 2003).

Whether their objective is organizing cultural activities in a
neighbourhood, promoting the use of bicycles in the city, or
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organizing an alternative consumers’ network, the creation of
‘spaces of experience’ and reinforcement of social links are core
issues in these groups. These local movements create a local col-
lective and community spirit. This is not far removed from what
Alexis de Tocqueville (2000) considered to be the roots of democ-
racy in America. It is also the core of ‘social capital’ in which R.
Putnam (1993, 2000) sees the roots of democracy and individual
and social well-being."” Far from a nostalgic communitarianism,
this means strengthening, on a collective basis, the ‘capacities’ to
choose one’s own life, which Amartya Sen (1999) takes as one of
the principles of a just society (De Munck & Zimmerman, 2008).

Behind the promotion of cultural activities or of the bicycle as
a means of transportation lies an important social project:
‘turning from productivity to conviviality is to replace technical
value with ethical value; materialized value with realised value’
(Illich, 1973: 28). Convivial social relations are the core of activist
commitment. Activists locate the roots of their conflicts at the
heart of contemporary society, contesting some of its central
values. Against the cult of global brands and the anonymity of
(super-)market relations, they oppose the authenticity of direct
local relationships through which consumers will meet the small,
local producers. They call themselves ‘objectors to growth and
speed’, and question the monopoly of economists over the deter-
mination of well-being on the basis of economic growth and the
GDP.

Social movement organizations as spaces
of experience

The organizations of the movement constitute other spaces of
experience which must allow individuals to realize themselves
and experiment concretely with practical alternatives. The way
of organizing the movement thus assumes a crucial importance,
‘because it also projects what could be another society’.!" It must
consequently reflect the alternative values of the way of subjectiv-
ity: horizontal organization, strong participation, limited delega-
tion, rotation of tasks, respect for diversity, etc. Alter-globalization
youth are particularly sensitive to these issues: ‘Our way of
working must reflect the values we defend in our resistance’ (a
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Wombles activist, London, 2004); ‘For us, it is very important to
have a horizontal organization, without a leader, in order to
respect all participants’ (Mexican youth activist, 2003). In this
way, the alter-activist camps and autonomous spaces on the
margins of the Social Forums, the assemblies of alter-activist
youth networks or the Wombles space parallel to the 2004 London
ESF were all characterized by a democratic management and the
participation of almost all people present in the discussion, and
the distribution of tasks among a broad group.

Because lived experience can’t be delegated, activists are careful
to avoid mediation and strictly limit the practice of representa-
tion: ‘You can’t delegate your words and feelings — otherwise, you
are giving yourself over to someone who will speak in the name
of your singularity, your specificity, your desires and what you
need as your rights’ (activist from the Intersiderale network).
Similarly, rather than a few Zapatista leaders, hundreds of indig-
enous Zapatistas shared their concrete and specific experience of
the movement during the three Zapatista ‘Encounters with the
Peoples of the world’ held in 2007.

This set of concerns also leads to the rotation of organizing
tasks within a group; be it within Zapatista communities, the
alter-globalization youth camps, or numerous collective purchas-
ing groups. The main goal of this rotation of tasks and the refusal
of leadership is to limit the distinction between ‘project organiz-
ers’ and other activists who assume the role of ‘passive consum-
ers’. All participants should be the active subject of their own
engagement rather than ‘sheep who always follow” (a Malian
activist at the youth camp, Bamako, WSF 2006). However, in
many networks, the rotation of tasks remains an ideal that groups
strive for, but rarely fully achieve. Despite the will and enthusiasm
for these participatory forms of organization, reality is otherwise
in numerous forums: ‘In this Forum, there are actually a few
leaders and a lot of sheep’ (the same young Malian activist). This
problem notably arises in short-term gatherings which are open
to all, such as the autonomous spaces around Social Forums, or
the alternative camps at international summits.

Concretely, some activists become far more involved than
others and acquire greater influence. In fact, the limited formal-
ization of these spaces in no way protects them from the play
of power (Crozier & Friedberg, 1980; cf. Foucault, 1984). The
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proclaimed will to equality can also be undermined by the emer-
gence of certain charismatic or media leaders. The Mexican press,
for example, never ceased seeking leaders of the 1999 student
strike, even to the point of creating them (Rochin Virues, 2002).
Around the world, media have generally contributed to the emer-
gence of certain figureheads of alter-globalization who have
proven to be particularly effective communicators, such as
Subcomandante Marcos or José Bové. For many small local
leaders, maintaining non-hierarchical relations hence requires a
constant vigilance:

I initiate things, but that doesn’t mean that I know most about
them. For example, for the bookstore or the cybercentre, it is not
up to me to talk about that, because I am no longer carrying the
project. But people want me to talk about it! They always ask for
a representative. I propose that several of us go; but no, they want
just one. And by doing that all the time, the others dump on you
also. When I ask who wants to go represent Barricade, they say,
‘Pierre, you go!’... There is also the pleasure of representation;
the pleasure of hearing people say, ‘What you are doing is great.’
You have to take care not to keep it all for yourself! (Barricade
social centre, Liege, 2003)

These more horizontal and participatory forms of political
engagement demand a serious commitment from each activist and
a long collective learning process in order to acquire the necessary
skills to accomplish the different tasks, as well as to develop a
sense of self-organization. This political culture, heavily empha-
sizing broad participation, is inscribed within an opposition to
the dominant political logic, in which efficiency is the central
criterion (de Sousa Santos, 2004: 187). In structuring Social
Forums, for example, choices are made which run counter to
immediate efficiency: ‘It is essential to give each person the right
to speak, even if this slows the process and the discussion. This
of course reduces efficiency but, in the long term, it is the only
way to structure a true social forum.'> However, once adopted
by all participants together, such plans prove to be more stable
and efficient than those organized in a traditional way, because
their implementation no longer depends on a single leader, and
because each activist has a better grasp of the plan and what is
at stake.



46 The Experience of Another World

Nevertheless, the time and investment these practices demand
are considerable. Each group eventually grapples with the dilemma
of maintaining the participation of all and a strong internal
democracy on the one hand, and the need for some efficiency on
the other. Consequently, principles of self-organization are gener-
ally applied with a certain flexibility. This prevents them from
developing into a rigid dogma and recognizes the reality that not
all members will be involved in the project with the same intensity
and that a certain delegation is, at times, indispensable. The point
is to encourage a more active involvement and avoid excessive
delegation.

Autonomy and personal experience

This way of subjectivity is also an appeal to personal and collec-
tive freedom against the logics of power and production; to a
desire for autonomy in the face of the domination exercised over
different aspects of life. In the face of a system and of a domina-
tion which colonizes all aspects of life (Habermas, 1989), the will
to control and preserve the autonomy of one’s own experience
against economic powers and the manipulations of needs and of
information occupies a central place:

Most important for our political engagement is having more
autonomy in our capacities to act, our ways of being, our auton-
omy of production, our life: to be able, yourself, to articulate your
life, your work, outside a total dictatorship that tells you what to
do, how to do it, when to do it. For me it didn’t seem possible to
live like that. (An activist from the Intersiderale network, 2 May
2003)

This struggle for the autonomy of experience takes different
forms in multiple fields of battle. By asserting their culture, their
difference and their values, numerous indigenous movements
express, ‘A blanket rejection of the domination of the market and
its bureaucracy, reclaiming autonomy over ways of thinking, life
and communication, which is articulated and combines with
other ways of thinking, life and communication’ (Hocquenghem
& Lapierre, 2002: 11). Such community — and non-communalist
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— movements combine autonomy and openness, emphasizing
interdependence rather than independence or dependencies. The
next chapter will return to the Zapatista case to examine com-
munity expressions of these forms of political engagement.

Similar struggles are also expressed at the individual level by
activists who defend the autonomy of their experience in the face
of consumerism and the culture of mass society. The resistance
to the domination and manipulation of subjectivities by media
and advertising hype is a major dimension of their activism.
Cyber-activists try to protect the internet space against commer-
cial influence (Naughton, 2001) and believe they have achieved a
certain success in this: ‘Despite all the attempts to turn the Net
into a giant shopping mall, the default ethos still seems to be
anti-shopping’ (Klein, 2002b: 99).

The negation of subjects to serve a commercial logic was
expressed in a particularly crude way by the executive director
of the first French television channel (TF1):

There are many ways of talking about television. But from a ‘busi-
ness’ perspective, let’s be realistic: at its core, the business of TF1
is to help Coca-Cola, for example, sell its product. . ..In order
for an advertising message to be taken in, the brain of the viewer
must be available. The mission of our TV programmes is to make
it available; that is, to divert and relax it in preparation between
two messages. What we sell to Coca-Cola is time of available
human brain."

Activists of the way of subjectivity rose up against ‘this society
in which there is constant formating! It isn’t an exaggeration to
say that when you walk out of your house, you are submerged in
advertising. You turn on your TV or your radio and you receive
many injunctions, particularly through the media’ (Intersiderale
activist).

Some activists believe that ‘organizing one’s own life and one’s
time’ may only be achieved through the renunciation of their
professional careers'® in order to disengage radically from the
imperatives and manipulations of the production—consumption
society: ‘I used to earn a lot. But I had no time and my job was
pointless. Today I no longer buy twenty CDs each month as I
used to do, but I live far better. ... Giving up my professional
career was no sacrifice. On the contrary, I was “sacrificing”
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myself before. Now, I can do what I have always wanted to do’
(a “free electron’ of the alter-globalization movement, Brussels,
2004); ‘My paid job was uninteresting. It was no life! I was doing
nothing at all for myself, except earning money because you
spend money on stuff that doesn’t really interest you’ (Intersiderale
activist, 2003).

The quest for autonomy is not restricted to the opposition to
consumer society and institutions. It is also directed at activist
organizations. The new features of political engagement are
marked by greater individuation and distancing from organiza-
tions (Ion, 1997; Schumacher, 2003), and sometimes outright
distrust of them. Just as with actions considered to be direct,
many activists strive to extricate their political engagement from
mediation — of political parties, but also of unions and activist
organizations (McDonald, 2006; Pleyers, 2004; L. Bennett, 2005;
Notes from nowhere, 2003). Wishing to avoid all forms of delega-
tion and to remain in control of their own activist experience,
many participate actively in the movement without belonging to
any organization, as ‘free electrons’ — that is, as individuals
keeping their distance from all association but reserving the right
to interact as they see fit with groups and organizations which
appear, temporarily, to correspond better to their ideas and the
types of action they wish to take. More than 60 per cent of the
participants in the 2005 World Social Forum were registered as
individuals, unaffiliated with any organization."” Most activists
of this way of subjectivity who take part in gatherings or dem-
onstrations do so out of commitment to their own, personal
values, and not as a member of a civil society organization. These
tendencies are particularly striking among alter-activist youth'®
who strongly challenge delegation and institutionalization in
favour of more individual and transient practices. Each asserts
herself first and foremost as an individual: ‘I am an individual
and I don’t want to be embedded!” (Parisian student, 2002).
Concerned with their personal autonomy, these youth assert an
individualism which is compatible with collective engagement:
‘Individualism is not a bad thing. To me it’s not egoism but
respect for each person in her specificity. It is fundamental that
everyone be able to choose the lifestyle they want’ (young activist
from Liége). Individuation, understood as ‘production, recogni-
tion and use of individual differences, acceptance of each person
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as an individual in their singularity’ (Marie, 1997: 37; cf. Bajoit,
2003; Melucci, 1995), thus becomes a central demand and the
basis for new forms of involvement in the alter-globalization
movement. Whether in activism or consumption, individual
rights, aesthetics, ethics or hedonism, ‘the care of self as a central
value is everywhere, in good and in bad’ (Touraine &
Khosrokhavar, 2000: 113; Bajoit, 2003). The orientation of this
individuation constitutes the central issue in a cultural struggle
which opposes alter-globalization activists to marketing and
global capitalism.

Joy of experience

To be involved in these alter-globalization movements is not about
self-abnegation or sacrificing part of one’s life for a cause. Alter-
globalization camps and direct actions are intensely lived, and
activists feel joy in being together and taking part in these actions.
Reflecting on the blockade of roads into Heiligendamm (Germany),
where the G-8 summit was held in June 2007, a London activist
emphasized, ‘Under every black mask was a smile, in every stone
thrown against the common enemy there was joy, in every body
revolting against oppression there was desire.’!’

Creativity, the festive aspect of political engagement and the
assertion of different aspects of one’s subjectivity are not only the
means of engaging in a cause, they are the very heart of resistance
to neoliberal globalization. Whether it is a street party in
Birmingham or samba processions in the youth camps of Porto
Alegre, celebration is part of political engagement. This festive
aspect has been very much present in numerous direct actions.
After a pre-planned traffic accident, British passers-by witnessed
a crowd of youth bursting out of metro stations, surrounding the
cars, turning on the music and starting to dance. Their party
lasted until they were chased off the streets by the police. In this
way, the Reclaim the Streets network endeavoured to challenge
the place of cars in our societies. The same spirit inspired protest-
ers against the WTO in Cancun. After destroying the barricades
which separated them from police forces, instead of starting
a confrontation, the alter-globalization activists launched into a
gigantic square-dance, using a blend of Latino, North American
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and Korean music. ‘Festive resistance’ is fundamental for many
activists of the way of subjectivity, though it is often misunder-
stood by more traditional activists and the press.

For activists of the way of subjectivity, conviviality and inter-
personal exchanges are the very heart of the activist experience
and the essential markers of the advent of another world. For the
Collective Purchasing Group of Louvain-la-Neuve, the box of
fresh fruit and vegetables is in the end less important than the
social relations created by the activity and the sharing of ideas and
emotions which flow from it. In the same way, the organization
of a panel or a theatrical performance at Barricade is only
a prelude to a more informal evening of discussion. Beyond
the promotion of the bicycle as a means of transport, people par-
ticipate in ‘critical mass’ also because they enjoy the conviviality
of collective riding. Friendship has also come to constitute
a fundamental element of political engagement in networks of
alter-globalization youth: ‘Friendship between activists is very
important. If you are going to change the world with someone,
you must have a relationship of reciprocity with a strong ethical
quality’ (Mexican student from the GAS9 - Global Action
Septiembre 9 — collective). An activist from the nascent alter-glo-
balization coalition in Nicaragua even sees it as a reflection of the
quality of the movement in different cities: “The base of the move-
ment is much healthier in Matagalpa than in Managua. Here [in
Matagalpa], people begin meetings by asking, “how are you?” —
yourself, not your activist network? The quality of interpersonal
relationships among activists is crucial’ (interview, 2003).

Alter-globalization gatherings and forums thus came to repre-
sent spaces of socialization, opportunities for new experiences,
possibilities for exchange and occasions to celebrate. Whether
discussing logistics or debating a political or economic problem,
activists insist that meetings should not end there, but stress ‘the
importance of knowing each other, exchanging experiences and
not just exchanging emails’ (Spanish activist during Zapatista
meeting in Canctn, 2003). This is the heart of the World Social
Forums, which aim to ‘bring together citizens from the whole
world who do not agree with neoliberal policies’ (French activist).

The perspective of these activists is very far from the counter-
cultural movements of the 1970s, in which resistance to the
consumer society demanded self-sacrifice: ‘In Berlin’s alternative
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circles in the ’70s, resisting was hard. It was not always funny,
but we thought that we had to continue because we were the last
ones resisting this consumer society’ (interview with Berlin activ-
ist, 2003). Today it is no longer a matter of resisting whatever the
cost, accepting the sacrifices which result from an oppositional
attitude to society. Whether through a festive atmosphere, con-
viviality, new experience or self-fulfilment, pleasure is integral to
political engagement. Happiness, conviviality and friendship
counter the ‘cold relationships’ of capitalism, consumerism and
mass society. Thus, as A. Hirschman (1982: 148-9) emphasizes,
one cannot separate ‘the fact of working for public happiness and
the fact of enjoying it. These activities bring their own
reward. . .. In fact, the efforts of struggle, which should count
among its costs, prove to be an integral part of its benefits.’

To learn by experience

Refusing all preconceived plans for creating this other world,
activists of this way of subjectivity privilege learning by experience
and trial and error in the process of experimentation. The Zapatista
expression ‘learn by walking’ (aprender caminando) captures this
idea and was taken up in diverse forms in numerous interviews:
“We are learning with each step we take’ (a piquetero).
Learning through an exchange of experiences is also central to
alter-globalization meetings and travels. For example, regular
visits to the producers allowed members of the Barricade
Collective Purchasing Group to understand what lies behind
product quality, the importance of certain demands about agri-
cultural policies and the work of small farmers. Similarly, before
beginning the Zapatista March on Mexico City in 2001,
Comandantes Susana and Yolanda emphasized the importance
of meeting with women from other areas of Mexico: “We will
learn something from you and you from us. In this way, we can
help each other to struggle together’ (La Jornada, 19 February
2001). Workshops organized by activists closer to the way of
subjectivity focus on the exchange of lived experience among a
horizontal and participatory group. Without necessarily avoiding
them, activists call into question traditional structures of learn-
ing, particularly lectures in which speakers are placed on a stage
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in front of a passive audience. Horizontal, participatory work-
shops are set up against the model of ‘schools where people think
they know and don’t want to learn any more’."

Travels and meetings with activists from abroad have also
taken a central place in the sharing of experience among the
alter-globalization movement, with ‘alter-tourists’ whose purpose
is to meet local activists and to learn about their struggle and
innovative practices. Trips to Porto Alegre, for example, have
allowed many activists to participate in neighbourhood participa-
tory budget assemblies. A dozen foreign observers were present
during two of the three participatory budget assemblies in which
we participated and the subject has quickly spawned many studies
and articles (Hassoun, 2001; Fisher & Ponniah, 2003; Gret and
Sintomer, 2005). Similarly, foreign volunteers came and went in
Zapatista villages, intent on profiting from the experience at the
same time as contributing. In 2002 and 2003, it was Argentina’s
turn to receive waves of international activists coming to encoun-
ter the piqueteros, the neighbourhood assemblies, and workers
at occupied factories. Each piqueteros organization had its few
successful models in the suburbs of Buenos Aires which, on some
days, welcomed up to five groups of foreign sympathizers and
intellectuals. Later Venezuela and Bolivia played host to waves of
western activists who hoped to learn more about alternative
experiences underway. The exchange wasn’t one-way. In return,
local activists often asked their foreign visitors to share the expe-
riences lived in their countries or from the World Social Forum.
The presence of alter-tourists also testifies to international support
for a local experiment, providing not only a source of pride for
local activists but protection against repression. The latter aspect
is particularly important for Zapatista villages that constantly
host ‘international observers’. In Buenos Aires too, links estab-
lished with international visitors and foreign media greatly con-
tributed to the re-opening of the worker-run Bruckman factory.
Sometimes the contacts established lead to actors from the global
south being invited to Europe or North America to speak about
their experiences. Returning home, the alter-tourists share their
experiences with activists in their local networks, thus contribut-
ing to the globalization of the movement’s experiences. Anchored
locally, singular experiences transcend borders and are inscribed
in a global movement.
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Activist films, which blend images of the events and interviews
with people active in past events, have become essential tools for
transmitting the memory of the past struggles. For example, two
activist youth produced a report on the labour strikes in Belgium
at the end of the 1950s. But it is mostly the recent memory of the
alter-globalization movement which the films of media-activists
help construct. The Indymedia film We Are Everywhere (2002),
for example, presents an overview of some of the high points of
the alter-globalization struggle, while The Battle of Seattle (2008)
led a younger generation to discover a romanticized version of one
of the founding events of the movement. Both films provide new-
comers with a perspective on the movement strongly marked by
subjectivity. New information and communication technologies,
and in particular the internet, are extraordinary tools in this per-
spective. As we will see in chapter 3, youth activists make a very
extended and efficient use of it, producing narratives and movies
to share their experience of global protest and local actions.

However, these channels have proven much less efficient than
unions and civil society structured organizations at transmitting
memory and lessons of past experience. During a blockade action
against the 2007 G-8 summit in Heiligendamm (Germany),
spokes-councils emerged. The young activists lengthily discussed
‘new’ ways of organizing decision processes through affinity net-
works, considering it an original democratic experience. Among
the audience, an American scholar activist in his thirties who had
much experience in counter-summits wondered whether he should
tell his younger fellows that very similar decision-making pro-
cesses had been set up in Seattle and then further developed in
activists’ camps: that the problems and initiative proposals had
already taken place in countless protests before. He decided,
however, not to interrupt the discussion: ‘They should experience
it on their own and have this great experience we had ten years
ago: believing that we were re-inventing politics and activism’
(interview) — exactly what his own activist generation did ten
years earlier, ‘inventing’ ‘new’ activist ‘autonomous, open and
horizontal’ practices that were actually very similar to those
implemented in several social movements in the 1960s and 1970s
(Lotringer & Marazzi, 2007; Polletta, 2002).

The feeling of experimenting with new and innovative prac-
tices is extremely exciting. However, it limits the capitalization



54 The Experience of Another World

of past experience and leads activists to repeat mistakes that their
predecessors devoted much of their energy to dealing with: ‘A lot
of all our experience and what we learnt from our failures has
been lost.”"” Without structured organizations able to preserve
activists’ experience outside and beyond individual activists and
their affinity networks, the transmission of the experience, suc-
cesses and failure of the generation of Seattle has often been
problematic. For today’s youth, Zapatista uprising seems an old
story and, even in the USA, few have heard about Seattle, as many
activists have experienced: ‘I was teaching in [Washington] DC.
When I asked to the class if they knew what happened in Seattle,
only two raised their hands. ... We are not doing a good job in
sharing with the next generation.’*® Loose networks certainly
correspond to the spirit of the time (Sennett, 1998) and youth
aspirations. They raise major concerns, however, about the con-
tinuity and the visibility of the movement.

Diversions™ of experience

Actors of the way of subjectivity are highly dedicated to the
movement’s internal issues, and see it both as a tool to improve
the world and as a space where alter-globalization practices
should be implemented. They focus on their own experience
sometimes to the point of neglecting their adversaries and
the societal change they aimed to struggle for. The focus on the
movement’s own organization may, for example, lead some actors
to focus all its energy on internal logic and aims or to the emer-
gence of a closed identity. Individualized features of this activism
culture may lead to hedonist actions lacking in general signifi-
cance or dissipating in sporadic activism. With the ascendancy of
a logic of pure experience, the hedonism of experience as a goal
in itself may override the social and political stakes of the
movement.

Organization at the beart of the movement

As pointed out in the previous sections of this text, Zapatistas,
social centre activists, autonomous piqueteros and young
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alter-activists are highly attentive to the internal dynamic of their
movement’s organizations. This can extend to the point where
some alter-globalization groups come to devote the best part of
their energy to efforts to organize their spaces or level — some-
times ferocious — criticisms at groups more oriented towards
efficiency than internal democracy. In such cases, opposition to
neoliberalism and social change take second place. A. Roy, a
figurehead of alter-globalization in India, warns as follows: “The
Forum needs to flee from this great risk. It absorbs our best ener-
gies, mobilizes the most generous minds only for us to start
thinking, after four days, about the next meeting. In that case, it
won’t bother our enemies. It will keep being our own music, but
it will never reach to be our struggle.** Paradoxically, spaces of
experience can in this way come to constitute a means of contain-
ing the zeal of protest actors; concentrating energies, for example,
on the organization of life in an alternative camp rather than
opposition to the G-8.

Dissolution into hedonism

Other, related types of identity diversions stem from the ascen-
dancy of a logic of pure experience, in which the hedonism of
experience as a goal in itself overrides the social stakes of the
movement. Two risks can be distinguished here: a purely hedo-
nistic approach which can degenerate into a mere pursuit of
libido; and dissipation into a multiplication of experiences without
coherence.

In the forms of activism adopted by those following the way
of subjectivity, the celebration of experience and the festive char-
acter play an integral part in political commitment. However,
does lived experience constitute a form of resistance in itself? Do
experience and celebration constitute, in themselves, political
protest against neoliberal globalization? In 1997, a street party
organized by Reclaim the Streets brought together 20,000 people
in Trafalgar Square. The organizers perceived the party as a
political action, but this perception was not shared by the major-
ity of young passers-by who joined the party, some of whom
engaged in acts of hooliganism. Leaders of the movement were
subsequently worried that, ‘the subtle theory of “applying radical
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poetry to radical politics” is getting drowned out by the pounding
beat and mob mentality’ of parties (Klein, 2002a: 318). One of
the founders of Reclaim the Streets explained, ‘If people think
that turning up to a street party once a year, getting out of your
head and dancing your heart out on a recaptured piece of public
land is enough, then we are failing to reach our potential’ (quoted
by Klein, 2002a: 318-19). Similarly, during a commemoration of
the 1968 massacre of students in Mexico, numerous acts of van-
dalism, lacking all political significance, were perpetrated by
some high-school students. Their actions were strongly con-
demned by more politicized activists: ‘They passed a glazier’s and
broke all the panes of glass. Just as activists in Genoa did at the
banks, but in this case it was simply because they were window
panes. It makes no sense!” (young Mexican activist). Disconnected
from a more global social project, the experience of an alter-
globalization happening or an alternative party can have no
greater significance than an unqualified search for pleasure,
libido. The celebration of lived experience, hedonism and
the festive aspect which are present in the forms of political
engagement pursued in the way of subjectivity are, moreover, also
at the heart of the consumerism promoted by the market and
manipulated by the cultural industries (Marcuse, 1981 [1964];
Gordy Pleyers, 2006). But it is precisely such de-subjectification
and manipulations that actors of the way of subjectivity are
opposing.

The active involvement of each person in the alter-globalization
project, minimizing the distance between ‘project organizers’ and
‘ordinary participants’, appears to be a means of avoiding these
diversions; involvement reinforces an actor’s consciousness of the
significance and meaning of actions taken, maintaining the link
between the concrete experience and the global significance
attributed to it.

Fragmentation

Similarly, political engagement based solely on experience can
lead to a dissipation which prevents the construction of the unity
of an actor. In this case, alter-globalization events are lived by
their participants as isolated events, like successive collective
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adventures, responding to a deep thirst for lived experience and
the cult of the instantaneous. Jumping from a happening to a
Social Forum, living the political engagement in the moment, the
individual activist risks dispersal without constructing a unity
beyond the diversity of her experiences. The risk is all the greater
because, as we have seen, activists of the way of subjectivity
are not guided by any pre-established programme and are often
only temporarily associated with any particular organization.
Continuity of the movement consequently becomes a crucial
challenge.

In this context, reflexivity and a constant interrogation of one’s
own political engagement are the fundamental parameters by
which the actor ‘strives to construct her experience and give it
meaning’ (Dubet, 1995: 120). It is in this subjective and reflexive
labour of an activist on herself that a unity and coherence is
forged out of the alter-globalization engagement beyond consecu-
tive events and the shuttling from meetings to actions, ephemeral
networks to sporadic Social Forums.



3

From the Mountains of Chiapas
to Urban Neighbourhoods

Having sketched the foundations of the way of subjectivity, in
this third chapter we will introduce three actors who develop this
logic of action in diverse ways: the Zapatista movement, inscribed
in indigenous communities and a rural context; Barricade, an
alternative cultural centre in Liege, which grew out of a local,
city setting; and young alter-activists whose activism is particu-
larly marked by contemporary individuation, at once global and
tied to local actions.

The Zapatistas
The Zapatista Uprising

According to Mexican president Carlos Salinas de Gortari, the
coming into force of the Free Trade Agreement between Mexico,
the United States and Canada on 1 January 1994 formalized the
‘entry of Mexico into the First World’. This was also the day chosen
by indigenous rebels to start their revolt and expose a different
face of neoliberalism. After ten years of preparation and intense
discussions among communities (Mufoz Ramirez, 2003), the
Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN') made headlines
around the world by militarily occupying the city halls of six towns
in Chiapas, a state in southern Mexico. Heavily repressed, the
indigenous insurgents withdrew to their villages. Under the pres-
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sure of a large mobilization by Mexican civil society, the Mexican
president declared a cease-fire after twelve days of hostilities.
Abandoning the ways of previous Latin American guerrilla move-
ments, the Zapatistas have since renounced the use of any arms
except the pen and the word. But Chiapas remains in a state of
war: 11,000 Mexican soldiers are stationed around the insurgent
villages and incidents are frequent. The most serious of these
resulted in forty-five deaths in the hamlet of Acteal in 1997. After
a few quieter years, incidents have again multiplied since 2006
(Capise, 2008).

Around central values inspired by Mayan cultures, the
Zapatistas have formulated demands on three levels: recognition
of local autonomy by the Mexican state; a genuine democratiza-
tion nationally; and an end to neoliberal policies internationally.
The movement’s capacity to engage at the international level relies
largely on the prodigious communication skills of its spokes-
person, characterized as the leader of the ‘first information guer-
rilla> by M. Castells (1997). From the outset, the insurgent
Subcomandante Marcos provided universal meaning to the move-
ment’s specific demands (EZLN, 1994: 243; Le Bot & Marcos,
1997: 209), making Zapatism one of the major reference points
of the way of subjectivity in the alter-globalization movement. In
addition to Subcomandante Marcos’ innumerable press releases,
the preferred mode of interaction with Mexican civil society was
convening public assemblies in the autonomous communities of
Chiapas, to hear the advice of civil society on diverse issues and
to make known the opinion of Zapatista leaders. The main assem-
blies of this kind took place in 1994 (the National Democratic
Convention), 1996 (first Intergalactic gathering), 2005 (prepara-
tory meetings for the ‘Other Campaign’), 2007 (‘Meetings of the
Zapatista People with the Peoples of the World’) and 2008 (‘Digna
Rabia’ Festival). Large foreign delegations participated in each
international gathering called by the Zapatistas, while the pres-
ence of numerous observers in the Zapatista zones and the support
committees established in European and North American cities
have assured that a continuous contact with foreign supporters
is maintained (Olesen, 2005; Khasnabish, 2008).> However,
certain announcements to the contrary notwithstanding, the
Zapatistas have never officially taken part in any alter-globaliza-
tion event.
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Dignity and autonomy as central
principles of Zapatism

While echoes at the international level are one of its successes,
the Zapatista movement’s strength lies in the indigenous com-
munities of Chiapas, which are ‘its essence’ (EZLN, 1994: 133)
and the basis from which it has always bounced back since 1994.
The movement has joined economic, cultural, social and political
demands around two central principles: dignity and autonomy
(Ornelas, 2007).

Dignity, understood as the assertion of shared humanity, is at
the heart of the Zapatista movement.? In rising up, they asserted
that ‘human dignity is not only the heritage of those who have
acquired the basic conditions of life; those who possess nothing
materially also possess what makes us different from things and
from animals: dignity’ (EZLN, 1994: 71): “What we are demand-
ing and what we, the indigenous peoples, need is not a big or
small place, but a place with dignity within our nation; to be
taken into account and treated with respect’ (Comandante David,
quoted by Cecena, 2001b: 162). While the Zapatista movement
seeks political and legal reform to benefit indigenous communi-
ties, and while it denounces the impact of neoliberalism in Chiapas
and the rest of the world, the primary reason the Zapatistas
revolted was to oppose the negation of their dignity, of their
specificity as indigenous communities and of their capacity to
control their own destinies.

The Zapatistas assert their dignity by demanding control over
their lives and over decisions which affect them and which were
made by governments and transnational corporations (EZLN,
1994: 51-4). Reappropriation of their lands and natural resources
thus acquires a central importance. These indigenous peoples’
will to be an actor translates into demands for autonomy* and
self-determination in which they see ‘the opportunity to construct
[themselves], within this country, as a different reality’ (Marcos,
interview quoted in Michel and Escarzaga, 2001: 139), to pre-
serve some aspects of their community ways of life while remain-
ing citizens of a larger nation which recognizes their right to be
both equal and different. Autonomy — whether de facto or sanc-
tioned by law — allows the construction of spaces of experience,
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‘a sort of democratic space to resolve confrontations among dif-
ferent political proposals’ (EZLN, 1994: 97). These spaces allow
experimentation with another possible world: ‘It’s about manag-
ing to construct the antechamber of a new world, a space with
an equality of rights and of duties’ (Marcos, quoted by Ornelas,
2007). The Zapatista uprising is thus asserted against ‘a concen-
tration of power which has taken control of the futures of com-
munities, municipalities and local life; which has practically
stolen all of their autonomy to govern and direct their collective
life’ (Zermenio, 2005: 244).

Construction of local autonomy

In 1995 and 1996, the Zapatistas participated in negotiations
with a federal commission delegated by the government, eventu-
ally reaching an agreement on the status of indigenous communi-
ties and on the legal recognition of indigenous peoples (Diaz
Polanco & Sanchez, 2002). Between the conclusion of these
‘Agreements of San Andrés’ and 2001, the Zapatistas focused
extensive efforts on getting the negotiated agreement ratified by
the Mexican congress. Several Zapatista delegations travelled to
the capital. The last of these, the ‘March of the Colour of the
Earth’ in the spring of 2001 gathered more than a million sup-
porters in Mexico’s central square. A Zapatista delegation was
then received by the national congress, but in vain: despite excep-
tional popular success and strong national and international
media impact, Mexican legislators refused to recognize indige-
nous communities as subjects of rights nor their right to some
local autonomy.

A new period then opened for the Zapatista movement. The
indigenous rebels decided to re-focus their energies on the con-
struction and reinforcement of local autonomy, which their com-
munities had in fact enjoyed since the uprising of 1994 (Marcos,
2007 [2003]). The August 2003 creation of the Caracoles, bodies
which coordinate among several autonomous municipalities, is a
particularly noteworthy development. Outside the system of
political parties and Mexican institutions, autonomous munici-
palities organize the life of dozens of villages, hamlets and bor-
oughs. In turn, since 2003, they have been grouped into five
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autonomous regions (the caracoles), each of which has its ‘Good
Government Council’, composed of fifteen to twenty-five people
and tasked mainly with coordinating municipalities, external
relations and justice. The ‘instigators’ responsible for the different
sectors (education, health, agro-ecology, etc.) are elected for a
three-year, unpaid and non-renewable mandate. Part of the
common land serves to provide their livelihood and cover expenses
related to the mandate.

In this new period, meetings based on exchange of experience
and practices related to local autonomy have replaced the marches
to Mexico City and the huge national and international civil
society gatherings. The new gatherings were not meant to influ-
ence policy makers but to reinforce the process of local autonomy
now at the heart of Zapatism and to share this experience with
Mexican and foreign activists. The ‘Meeting of Vicam’
(Hocquenghem, 2009), held in October 2007, was of particular
importance as it gathered 550 delegates representing fifty-eight
indigenous peoples of the Americas, following an initiative taken
by the Zapatistas. The three ‘Meetings of the Zapatista peoples
with the peoples of the world’ were more focused on the
Zapatistas’ experience. From 30 December 2006 to 2 January
2007, the first meeting was held at Oventic, an indigenous village
in the mountains of Chiapas; 6,000 indigenous people, 232 ‘local
Zapatista authorities’ and 1,300 activists from different Mexican
states and forty-seven countries listened to the testimonies of the
Zapatistas about the concrete organization of their local auton-
omy. From 20 to 29 July 2007, a second ‘Encounter with the
Peoples of the World’ brought several thousand supporters to
three autonomous communities to listen to reports of headway
made and challenges to autonomy in these regions. A few months
later, from 28 December 2007 to 1 January 2008, La Garrucha
hosted the third gathering, exclusively dedicated to the struggle
of women.

Instead of the highly mediatized spokesperson of the move-
ment, Subcomandante Marcos, several hundred indigenous
people spoke at these gatherings to express the strength of the
local processes which constitute Zapatism. While the communi-
qués and official speeches of the movement, most of which have
been Marcos’ work, have said little about the process unfolding
at the local level and generally limit themselves to the national
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and international situation, the ‘Encounters with the Peoples of
the World’ have specifically focused on the concrete practices of
local autonomy. Each of the round-tables at these assemblies was
dedicated to a specific aspect of this autonomy: local government,
education, health, ecology, culture, the economy, collective work
and women’s struggles. The various speakers defined autonomy
as a process which ‘allows people to decide how to live and how
to organize themselves politically and economically’: ‘Autonomy
— it’s about governing ourselves as indigenous people, saying how
we want our political authorities to work, no longer being sub-
ordinate to policies coming from above.” As Comandante Brus Li
stressed, ‘there are no guidelines on how to become autonomous’.
The Zapatistas thus construct their autonomy in daily life, with
difficulty and certain contradictions, but within a dynamic that
advances according to their maxim, ‘learn by walking’.

Organizing communal life and local political authority in a
radically different way from the caudillism which previously
dominated in Chiapas is at the core of the indigenous movement.
While they have chosen not to adopt traditional paths of political
engagement, Zapatista communities do not limit themselves to a
will to ‘change the world without taking power’ (Holloway,
2002). They are in the process of reorganizing local power so
that delegates ‘order by obeying the will of the community’. Both
the rotation of tasks and the importance accorded to popular
assemblies are part of the attempt to prevent a concentration of
power in the hands of a few. Nevertheless, empirical studies in
Zapatista municipalities show that issues of power and differ-
ences of opinion remain problematic in many villages and in the
relation between the indigenous grassroots and the Zapatista
Army (EZLN) commanding committee (CGRI’).

The EZLN remains a military organization — and thus highly
vertical — while the predominance of Subcomandante Marcos in
strategic domains (political and military strategy, communication
with Mexican society, etc.) runs counter to the horizontal form
of social organization espoused by the movement. The influence
of the Indigenous Revolutionary Committee, the military
command of the movement, may have diminished with the estab-
lishment of the Caracoles, the civil authorities coordinating
several villages. However, several decisions indicate that this
authority retains an important decisional power and is not always
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in agreement with the local bases of the movement. S. Mélenotte’s
(2009) empirical studies show that Zapatista authorities have not
always listened to their base’s opinion, particularly when groups
of refugees wished to regain lands that they had held before the
conflict.

There are undeniable differences between the Zapatism ‘from
above’ — more political, notably embodied by Subcomandante
Marcos, more given to denunciations of neoliberalism and quick
to engage in national politics — and the Zapatism as practised in
local communities, in which realizing local autonomy with limited
economic means is a long process of learning, and for whom
improving the difficult conditions of daily life counts for at least
as much as the global struggle against neoliberalism. These ‘two
Zapatisms’ are not disconnected. Whenever necessary, local pop-
ulations have demonstrated their strong support for Marcos and
the commandants through public mobilizations. But while the
political Zapatism seems at times to be at an impasse or engaged
in long tours around the country which risk distancing it from
local realities, the less media-covered construction of local auton-
omy seems to move forward, despite many difficulties and the
contradictions inherent to this form of engagement, based on
practical experiments carried out by those who live them.

As with most organizations of the way of subjectivity, transcrib-
ing ideals into practice remains a constant challenge. The concrete
implementation of local autonomy proves a long and arduous
process. Managing power relations within communities, fair dis-
tribution of tasks, and discussing decisions to be taken by con-
sensus requires a long practical and political learning process. A
more difficult challenge still is found at the economic level. Without
the help of any Mexican institutions, life is rough in these poor
regions, with large refugee populations in certain villages. For
example, in the municipality of Polho, 2,000 residents are hosting
6,000 refugees. Refusing government aid, some Zapatista villages
have necessarily become dependent on aid from international
organizations such as Médecins du monde, as well as sporadic aid
from international support committees. But this aid has declined
over the years and the basis of economic autonomy has not been
fully re-established. Moreover, the entire Mexican countryside
has suffered an unprecedented crisis (Bartra, 2009), in the face of
which migration often seems the only way out, even for many
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indigenous movements’ activists (Aquino, 2010; Le Bot, 2009).
While the political dimension of automony is a major challenge
which has empassioned researchers and activists, the economic
viability of autonomous communities often constitutes their
Achilles’ heel. In the asentamentos of the Brazilian movement of
landless farmers (MST), work is highly valued and the produce is
sold on local markets as the income is an essential element of
community sustainability. In contrast, Zapatista communities
have only established few alternative distribution channels through
international support committees and sell some of their production
and crafts on local markets. These incomes are, however, much
too scarce to ensure the communities’ economic sustainability.

A subjective and expressive movement

The Zapatista movement is not inscribed solely in the way of
subjectivity. It proposes political and legal reforms, approaches
the Congress, calls on the Mexican state and negotiates with state
representatives. It positions itself within socio-economic debates
when it denounces the Plan Puebla-Panama, neoliberal policies
and the exploitation of natural resources in Chiapas by Mexican
and transnational capitalism (EZLN, 1995).

Although the Zapatista struggle is limited to a poor region of
south-western Mexico and has hardly managed to transform
national laws and institutions, it has radically transformed the
lives and self-perception of thousands of peasants in Chiapas,
who are now ‘proud to be autonomous’,® and who proclaimed
during the first ‘Encounter with the Peoples of the World’ (2007)
that ‘if we aren’t able to change the world, we are struggling so
that the world doesn’t change us’ (Betto, Caracol no. 4). Within
their compass, they ‘seek to develop actions to transform society’
(Magdalena, Caracol no. 2). The strength of the words of Zapatista
women impressed all participants at the Zapatista gatherings.
While they all recognized that some macho attitudes still exist in
the communities, things have greatly changed since the Zapatista
struggle made the promotion of equal relations between men and
women within communities one of its central axes (EZLN, 1994:
107-10). While they were previously married by force, confined
to household tasks and often beaten, indigenous women have
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taken a growing and increasingly visible place in the communities
and the movement. Few girls had access to education before 1994.
Thirteen years later, at the ‘Encounters with the Peoples of the
World’, over 100 women spoke in Spanish to an international
audience to attest progress in their struggle, while calling atten-
tion to the road that still lay ahead. With the Zapatista move-
ment, they have gained equal rights and have an increasing
influence, both in the movement’s assemblies and in community
life. Among their first decisions was the prohibition of alcohol in
the communities, which is still in effect. Several major Zapatista
figures have been women, including Comandante Ramona who
had a major influence in the movement and Comandante Esther
who spoke to the Mexican Congress in 2001.

The autonomous communities have also invested heavily in an
alternative system of education. Fifty-two new schools have been
built in the region of the caracole of Oventic alone, hundreds of
teachers have been trained, and thousands of women have learned
to read. Autonomous teaching sees itself as steadfastly opposed
to ‘the individualism indoctrinated in students by government
schools’, consequently adopting alternative pedagogy such as the
Freire method and developing playful aspects, collective work,
and close connections between manual and intellectual learning.
The primary level is now in place throughout the autonomous
municipalities, while secondary schooling is being developed and
already exists in Oventic. Zapatista education doesn’t correspond
to national programmes and does not aim to facilitate access to
higher education or universities, which are deemed to be indi-
vidualizing. The Zapatistas insist on ‘students bringing their
skills back to the communities’. Education also represents a
central element of the preservation of local cultures and lan-
guages ‘through which our values are transmitted’ (first Encounter
with the Peoples of the World, 2007).

A long-term transformation

Despite the difficulties of concretely implementing local auton-
omy within a context of economic crisis and a military occupa-
tion of part of the territory, the grassroots activists and local
section delegates of the Zapatista movement who took part in the
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‘Encounters with the Peoples of the World’ testified with enthu-
siasm about the concrete experience of de facto autonomy; of life
in communities resolutely outside neoliberalism; of practices of
another possible world. While some have pronounced the
Zapatista movement moribund since 2002, and while Marcos
appears to flounder in the bogs of Mexican anti-politics, the
ongoing processes at the local level testify to the vigour of an
actor engaged in long-term social and cultural transformation.

Many western movements generate high energy for short
periods of time. Almost three decades after the emergence of the
movement, the processes unfolding locally in the Zapatista ter-
ritories have proven to be long-term, as the substantial investment
in alternative education confirms. The indigenous revolt has
helped transform the place and perception of indigenous peoples
in Mexico and abroad. Previously invisible, they have now become
significant actors on the Latin American continent (Le Bot, 2009).
The subjective and expressive nature of this movement and its
experience-centred engagement allows the Zapatista movement
to articulate identity-based and universal demands, a combina-
tion that is far more complex to achieve at the political level
(Benhabib, 2002). The Zapatista movement is thus built on the
collective experience of resistance rather than theoretical reason-
ing or only an assessment of historical experiences (Ornelas,
2007). By asserting their culture, their difference and their values,
indigenous movements express their rejection of a homogenized
society under the rule of global markets. They build local struc-
tures that give their inhabitants an access to active citizenship
and that call for a fundamental change in the relationship between
the local and the global scales.

Rooted in local communities, the Zapatista movement com-
bines autonomy and openness, emphasizing interdependence
rather than independence or dependencies. It shows that identities
and communities can then become resources for subjective resis-
tance to markets and neoliberal globalization (Cecefia, 1997,
Castells, 1996-8), without leading to local enclosure and
communalist withdrawal. Similarly, several Latin American indig-
enous peoples’ movements articulate their specific identities with
universal meaning (Le Bot, 2009; Varese, 1996). They demand
‘recognition of the fact that many worlds exist, that there are
distinct cultures which must be respected in their social, cultural
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and economic integrity’ (a CONAIE delegate, WSF 2002). These
movements have thus managed to raise key questions for the alter-
globalization movement, particularly on the issue of identity.

From the very beginning, the alter-globalization movement
brought indigenous struggles together with struggles against neo-
liberal globalization in the north. The convergence of indigenous
struggles with those of the western world shaped alter-globaliza-
tion from the beginning, particularly in the Americas. However,
indigenous movements only found their place at the Social Forums
by degrees. The Forum of the Americas in Quito in 2004 and the
pan-Amazonian Social Forums of 2003, 2004 and 2005 consti-
tuted important steps in this process. While in 2003 and 2005,
they were considered ‘little heard’ in the forums, indigenous
peoples’ movements were the main actors at the 2009 WSF — less
by their rather limited presence at the event’s main podiums than
by the impact of their ideas on participants.

Beyond shared adversaries (neoliberal policies, proposed Free
Trade Agreements, and natural resource extraction by transna-
tional companies), the cultures, values and practices of indigenous
movements have been a major source of inspiration for activists
of the way of subjectivity around the world. In return, alter-
globalization activists and their forums have provided indigenous
movements with an unprecedented audience. As we will see in
chapter 10, their traditional and spiritual relation with nature and
‘Mother Earth’ has placed indigenous people at the forefront of
the struggle against climate change.

Barricade social and cultural centre
Social centres

Since the 1970s, squats and occupied buildings have been part of
the alternative social landscape of many cities of North America
and Europe, particularly Germany, Denmark, Italy and England.
Some of these were primarily occupied for housing, while others
have become social and cultural centres. These activist spaces
became high points of sociability, political engagement, convivial
social relations and (counter-)cultural creativity, stigmatizing the
surplus of the ‘consumer/waste society’.
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In the 1990s, social centres became a major component of
Italian civil society and alter-globalization. There they developed
a creative, locally rooted activism which attempted to differenti-
ate itself from the violent excesses of the Italian extreme left of
the 1970s (Lotringer & Marazzi, 2007) as well as the politics of
the traditional left. At the heart of the different political and
cultural projects developed in these occupied buildings and spaces
are the convivial relations woven among the activists, the prac-
tices of self-organizing the space, and experimentation with alter-
natives in everyday life. Local roots in the neighbourhood are
also a key element of Italian social centres (Toscano, 2011;
Montagna, 2006). Some of these alternative social centres have
played a very active role in the alter-globalization movement.
They have brought to the movement a subjective engagement
which had hitherto occupied a very secondary place in organiza-
tions which dominated alter-globalization in many regions. In
London, squats and social centres were heavily involved in
‘Beyond the ESF’, an autonomous and particularly creative space
held in parallel to the London European Social Forum (ESF) in
2004. In Malmo (Sweden), another squat hosted a wide range of
meetings and discussions as well as a vegan canteen during the
2008 ESF. In Liege, Barricade, a social and cultural centre, has
been at the heart of local alter-globalization confluence from
2001 to 2004. Although it developed autonomously, with barely
no international networks, the practices implemented in this
centre come particularly close to the way of subjectivity of the
alter-globalization movement, as the next pages will show.

A space of experience in Liege

A Belgian French-speaking town with some 180,000 residents,
Liege has been deeply affected by the industrial decline. It was in
this city that Belgium’s most vibrant alter-globalization network
developed, particularly between 1998 and 2003. It was home to
the largest local chapter of ATTAC-Belgium, counting up to 500
members, and hosted the biggest local Social Forum in the
country. The two powerful national trade unions became more
involved in the alter-globalization movement in Liege than any-
where else, sometimes even taking positions against their national
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offices. Active in ATTAC-Liege since 1999, these unions partici-
pated in the mobilizations around the European economic and
financial ministers’ summit in Liége in September 2001 and then
in the Coordination d’Autres Mondes (Other Worlds Coalition),
the local Social Forum.

‘Barricade’” has been active as an ‘alternative and autonomous
social and cultural centre’ since 1996 in a working-class neigh-
bourhood in the centre of Liege. It first aims to be a ‘convivial
space’, where people are invited to come along, to read or to have
a discussion over one of the many special beers available at the
bar. The accent is on ‘quality human relations’. Renovated by the
activists, the centre’s two houses host a multitude of cultural and
social activities organized by committees which emerged from the
initial project: an alternative bookstore; a convivial bar; a femi-
nist reading group; a ‘cyber-centre’ that promotes open software
and offers introductory computer courses to unemployed workers;
a theatre company; a choir; and a Collective Purchasing Group.
The multi-faceted project aims, on the one hand, to bring together
different cultural and social milieux on the basis of convivial
relations and, on the other, to transcribe political demands and
a questioning of neoliberal policies into everyday life activities.
In this way, around twenty people meet each Monday to address
agricultural and food problems through a ‘Collective Purchasing
Group’, ordering their food directly from engaged local produc-
ers. The project aims to demonstrate the possibility of ‘alterna-
tives to the supermarket and to a productivist agricultural policy’.

Constructing a space to favour the (re-)creation of social ties,
developing other forms of relationships and lived experiences,
constitutes the heart of every project promoted by Barricade. The
public which frequents the centre shares ‘the desire to learn and
discover, the refusal of mindless evenings in front of the televi-
sion, and the inclination to leave the cocoon and open one’s
spirit’.® Instead of the passive leisure of the consumer society,
‘Barricaders’ are invited to take an active role and become actors
again; debating, singing in the choir, developing free software,
or becoming a ‘consum-actor’ with the Collective Purchasing
Group. In each activity, there is the same will to assert one’s own
subjectivity and to resist consumer society. In opposition to
supermarkets that engender cold and anonymous relationships,
the Collective Purchasing Group insists on meeting the producers
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and maintaining contact with them. Similarly, the welcome
afforded to artists passing through Barricade and the opportunity
to ‘spend a convivial moment” with them are what counts. This
conviviality of relations is not simply a fortunate by-product of
the centre’s activities, it is the very reason for the projects in the
first place.

Because their activism is centred on experience and relation-
ships, the participation of each person in concrete organizing and
in the evaluations, debates, and decisions of the group is essential.
This way of organizing requires a lot of energy and constant learn-
ing. In the Collective Purchasing Group, a task rotation was
established, allowing members of the group to become familiar
with the different aspects of the project and forcing them to acquire
the necessary skills. As M. Louviaux (2003) shows, these princi-
ples of self-organization are tempered by a certain tolerance,
permitting a flexibility around the involvement of each person.
Taking into account individual specificities, engagement is con-
nected in certain respects to new forms of more fluid and indi-
vidualized involvement. The objective of these ‘approaches to
self-organization’ in Barricade’s activities is to limit the distinction
between a few entrepreneurs of mobilization and ordinary activ-
ists; or, in their own words, ‘between the initiators, those who
carry the project, and those who are carried’: “The goal is to avoid
falling back into an instrumental relationship between client and
provider of goods and services.” However, in practice, avoiding the
emergence of these two categories is a permanent challenge.

Engagement and autonomy

Barricade’s general philosophy results from disenchantment with
attempts to engage in ‘the politician’s politics™ ‘At the beginning
of the 1990s, I was involved in this project of a united left. Since
then I have been vaccinated against electoral alternatives.’
Barricaders want to ‘question traditional practices’ and engage
‘in a reflection on oneself’. Activists’ habits have been trans-
formed by these new forms of engagement and new organizing
methods. While, for many experienced activists, common appeals,
platforms and charters symbolize the quest for convergence
and alternatives, at Barricade there is distrust of ‘traditional



72 From the Mountains to Urban Neighbourhoods

platformist activists ‘“When you make a platform of demands,
which other civil society organization and social movements try
to put in place, it is no longer “other worlds are possible”, but
“one other world is possible”: “Moreover, as Demand 6.4 on page
14 states, we have decided that....” To me, you are already
somewhat dead when you have frozen all of your demands like
that.” The Barricaders continue to ‘seek the road’ and try to build
it by experimenting with concrete practices. ‘Reflection on what
is lived’ thus prevails over technical debates about macro-
economics. Learning by trial and error is a central aspect of the
different projects, which are constructed ‘by feeling around’. In
addition, they highly value any opportunities for learning through
the exchange of experience with invited artists, activists from
other cooperative anarchist communities, or visitors to Barricade.

Autonomous from political parties, Barricade also maintains
a certain distance from national coalitions, and notably from the
Belgian Social Forum. There is strong distrust of ‘what comes
from above’, and particularly from Brussels: ‘We don’t much like
the national which says to the local, “You should do this! You
should do that!” without any real tie to local community life.
However, global issues are not absent from Barricade’s projects.
The social centre was the key actor in the local Social Forum
between 2001 and 200S. Barricade is also very concerned with
raising public awareness about alter-globalization issues. But
macro-economic and technical questions are introduced from the
starting point of everyday problems: from the lives of ordinary
people to WTO negotiations; and from the daily meal to food
and agricultural policies. To inform people about the ‘dangers of
the General Agreement on Trade in Services’, a ‘theatrical perfor-
mance’ by Barricade and the Liége alter-globalization coordina-
tion staged the privatization of a pedestrian bridge in Liége in
order to demonstrate in a playful manner the issues at stake
in these international negotiations. Through a series of small
theatrical actions, it was able to challenge passers-by about the
importance of defending public services and the dangers of priva-
tization. The message was conveyed not by deploying a long series
of figures, but through irony and ridicule. Using the same tone,
Barricade organized a series of actions at the Christmas market
to challenge the political unanimity around a tax decrease.
Barricade activists demanded instead that the finance minister
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‘take back his fiscal Christmas gifts’. On both occasions, it was
a matter of ‘linking creativity, the message to be transmitted, a
festive aspect and a media event’ (a Barricade organizer). Other
actions, which testify to the cultural centre’s embeddedness in the
neighbourhood, don’t go beyond a local target, such as the strug-
gle to save a community garden, or the fight against the construc-
tion of an addition to the courthouse.

As a cultural centre, Barricade embodies an expressive and
subjective movement not so much because it hosts plenty of cul-
tural activities, but because it embraces a political culture and a
specific philosophy which place resistance and alternatives at the
centre of its local and daily activities, from consumption to leisure.
By doing this, it puts the construction of an autonomous space
to foster personal experience and convivial relations at the heart
of its projects. However, this approach also has its limits. As
numerous civil society actors have experienced, the desire to be
open to the poorer classes is not so easily achieved. Situated in a
poor neighbourhood in the centre of town, Barricade essentially
attracts those possessing high cultural and educational capital,
especially among its entrepreneurs of mobilization. Moreover, the
evolution of Barricade, and particularly the institutionalization
of certain of its activities, has increasingly oriented the organiza-
tion towards a service-centred self-help model (Kriesi, 1996): a
social circle with activities mostly organized by seven paid staff
who have been hired since 2003. This evolution has sometimes
distanced it from the more explicit and reflexive opposition to
neoliberal globalization, with activities centring on the cons-
truction and maintenance of sociability, as well as the social
re-integration of unemployed people, for which it has received
subsidies from the regional government and the European Union.

Alter-activist youth’
Categories of alter-globalization youth
Young people are widely perceived as little concerned by politics
and exhibit a general loss of confidence in democratic institutions

(Galland & Roudet, 2005). However, analyses that equate a
lack of formal democratic participation with apathy overlook
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alternative forms of political engagement (Hurrelmann & Albert,
2002; Gauthier, 2003; Youniss et al., 2002). Rather than exhibit-
ing a disinterest in politics, some young people are developing
alternative ways of getting involved, less institutionalized, and
distanced from traditional political actors. Many young alter-
globalization activists are extremely critical of formal political
and civil society organizations, including political parties, unions
and large NGOs, which they often view as hierarchical, bureau-
cratic and distant from any grassroots base.

It would be a mistake, however, to consider young activists as
necessarily innovative. Old and new practices co-exist within
alter-globalization movements, just as many younger activists
participate in traditional leftist organizations. The great strike at
the National Autonomous University of Mexico in 1999 was, for
example, dominated from the start by innovative practices, before
other, more traditional ones, progressively gained ascendancy. A
student who was active at the time explained in this way: ‘During
an assembly, after many members had already left the group,
certain people spoke, discussing the “necessity of a second purge
of the group”’ (interview, 2002). Without going as far, a group
of young activists regularly tried to infiltrate different Parisian
networks, using techniques which might bring back old memo-
ries: “They drag out the general assemblies on trivial points and
ideological speeches and then, when everyone has left, they call
for a vote on key issues’ (a young Vamos activist).

Hence, it is important not to overlook the diversity of youth
activism. Youth differ according to their mode of involvement,
relation to political institutions, vision for society, social origin
and educational level (Muxel, 2001: 46). Moreover, some are
more open to global networking while others emphasize a radical
anti-capitalist critique and local self-management. In each country
where we have conducted research, we have, however, identified
five categories of young alter-globalization activists, which are
neither rigid nor exhaustive.

Young revolutionaries From Chavez’ party in Venezuela to the
British Socialist Workers’ Party, traditional parties of the extreme
left still have significant influence with many young people due
to their radical goals, simplified visions of the world, and, for the
most traditional ones, strategies of infiltration. Younger revolu-
tionary actors are committed to state-oriented strategies of
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change, anti-capitalism and more traditional forms of member-
ship, recruitment and belonging.

NGOs and institutional youth actors Many young activists
within the alter-globalization movement belong to, volunteer
with or work for leftist political parties, unions, NGOs and other
formal associations, either directly or as part of their youth sec-
tions, as is common in Latin America. Some behave similarly to
their older counterparts, while others bring a ‘fresh approach’
that enables productive collaborations between their dynamism
and the experience of older activists.

Poor and minority youth Paradoxically, this group, including
young immigrants and people of colour who suffer most from
neoliberal policies (Blossfeld et al., 2005), is often less visible in
the alter-globalization movement. This issue has long dominated
debates in the USA (Martinez, 2000; Starr, 2004; Juris, 2008a),
although youth of colour have been more involved in recent
mobilizations, such as the protest against the Free Trade Area of
the Americas (FTAA) in Miami and the first US Social Forum in
Atlanta (Juris, 2008b). Anti-war marches have also provided an
opportunity to demonstrate for poor and minority youths in
European countries, but, with the exception of in the UK, this
has not led to their further involvement. Even during the 2003
ESF, which was held in the Parisian suburbs, young people from
the second or third generation of migrants remained widely
excluded from the event, which was dominated by intellectual
middle-class activists. Similarly, few young slum dwellers took
part in the WSFs in Porto Alegre, Mumbai and Nairobi, the latter
being particularly problematic as organizers closed their fences
to people unable to pay the admission fees.

Libertarian youth Groups of libertarian youth are organized
around small, anti-capitalist collectives and include squatters,
anti-militarists, alternative media practitioners, and others who
stress local struggles and collective self-management. These
autonomous activists reject all forms of hierarchy, stressing
independence from parties, unions, NGOs and representative
institutions. They are extremely critical of what they perceive as
more institutional alter-globalization events, including world
and regional Social Forums. As a counterweight to the official
Social Forums, autonomous youths have organized their own
‘libertarian’ spaces and forums in Porto Alegre (2003), Paris
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(2003), London (2004), Caracas (2006) and Malmo (2008). At
the tactical level, libertarian activists tend to engage in militant
direct action, including black bloc tactics targeting corporate
targets and the police (Dupuis-Déri, 2005).

Young alter-activists Critical of institutional sectors and the
Marxist left, alter-activists stress horizontal coordination, direct
democracy and contingent, flexible forms of commitment.
However, whereas libertarians emphasize the local and are wary
of forging wider alliances, alter-activists are committed to an
ethic of openness, local-global networking, and organizing across
diversity and difference. They participate in larger global justice
events, including regional and world Social Forums, but they do
so by keeping ‘one foot in, and one foot out’, maintaining a
critical attitude toward internal hierarchies and non-democratic
practices. Moreover, as we shall see, alter-activist culture is char-
acterized by creative forms of action and an emphasis on process
and experimentation.

Although they are more prevalent in Europe and North
America, this type of critical-minded alter-activist — mostly
coming from the middle classes, and often students — seems par-
ticularly globalized. We were able to encounter them in every city
in which we carried out our research: from London to Managua,
and from Mumbai to Mexico. In most of the cities of the global
south, they were chiefly to be found among students and more
‘westernized’ sectors of the population. Living in different coun-
tries, these middle-class youth are, however, connected to the
same rebel world: they inform and are informed by Indymedia,
which is now active in more than forty countries; they take part
in discussion networks; they are strongly influenced by Zapatista
philosophy; they mobilize against summits of global institutions;
and they meet each other in international camps. The remaining
part of this section will focus on this category. Its practices are,
however, not exclusive and are partly shared by activists from all
the other types.

‘One foot in, one foot out’

Coming, as many of them do, from the student milieu, young
alter-activists are deeply marked by the alter-globalization
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movement and its international gatherings. This has not pre-
vented them from remaining critical of the ways these events are
organized: “We, young people, came to this forum to give it a
different thrust and turn it more towards action. Because the
forums usually stop at discussion, at the theoretical creation of
another world, but don’t do a lot in practice’ (activist youth
from GAS9, Mexico). Many alter-activist youth demand greater
transparency of organization, more room for participation, and,
above all, they wish ‘to mix spaces of discussion and activities’
(report back from WSF 2004 by a Vamos activist). They criticize
‘NGO and activist professionals [for] traveling from one corner
of the world to the other to chase their forums’ and for ‘distanc-
ing themselves from what is happening locally’ (young Belgian
activist). The difference in forms of political engagement often
establishes a reciprocal distrust between youth and alter-global-
ization organizations. This has become, on the one hand, an
excuse for certain leaders of ATTAC-France to keep their dis-
tance from younger activists between 2000 and 2006, and, on
the other, the basis of a sometimes exaggerated suspicion of all
forms of institutionalization. However, the 2005 World Social
Forum showed that certain initiatives taken by activist youth
were able to have a real influence on the evolution of ‘adult’'’
organizations (see pp. 195-6)."

Unlike more traditional actors, alter-activists stress grassroots
participation and personal interaction in the context of daily
social life. Movement gatherings, neighbourhood relations and
protest camps thus become spaces to experience and experiment
with alternative ways of life. A document issued by the Parisian
alter-activist network ‘Vamos’ explains: “We do not separate our
practices and aims. We choose a horizontal, anti-sexist, self- and
eco-managed way of operating’ (see p. 38). This clearly differenti-
ates alter-activists from NGOs and other global justice activists
who are criticized for ‘not being aware of the idea of process,
which means there is no difference between means and ends. Our
manner of working has to reflect the values we are defending as
part of our resistance’ (interview, Lieége). Their emerging living
utopias combine elements of certain traditional ideologies, such
as the emphasis on internal democracy and autonomy that has
been a core feature of the anarchist tradition (Dupuis-Déri, 2005;
Graeber, 2002), deep influence from recent movements like
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Zapatism and feminism, and a commitment to openness and
collaboration.

Creative direct action

Alter-globalization activist youth display little enthusiasm for
taking part in long negotiations of draft statements or platforms.
Workshops in alter-activist spaces are often about ‘talking through
experiences of struggle’ (Spanish activist, WSF 2002): ‘In Seattle,
we succeeded in taking care of this and that; on the other hand,
we had these problems that we were able to resolve in Quebec by
using this tactic ...’ Action, moreover, constitutes the heart of
their political engagement. They often elect to escape a day of
workshop at the World Social Forum to participate in the occupa-
tion of a building or the destruction of a GMO" field. Active
non-violence is a difficult form of action but it is adopted by a
growing number of youth, self-proclaimed ‘disobedients’. Without
recourse to violence, these protesters try, for example, to enter
restricted zones during international summits or block routes
leading in. The struggle against consumer society and its omni-
present advertising is also increasingly important in their net-
works. ‘Ad-buster’ campaigns are carried out in the subways of
numerous cities around the world in order to ‘free public spaces
from the chains of consumer society’.

Democratic and egalitarian structures (Polletta, 2002) and a
network-based organization (Castells, 1996-8; Juris, 2008a)
both strongly favour tactical innovations, collective creativity and
the ability to adapt to fast-changing environments among social
movements. The tactics employed by young alter-globalization
activists produce theatrical images for mass-mediated consump-
tion. Beyond their utilitarian purpose — shutting down major
summits — mass actions are complex cultural performances,
which allow participants to communicate symbolic messages to
an audience. During the 2007 protest against the G-8 summit in
north-east Germany, the International Clowns Company was an
important and hilarious actor that helped to decrease the tensions
with the police. In this sense, alter-activism is not only festive; it
also reflects the emphasis on creativity, diversity, innovation and
symbolic protest among young activists.
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Be the media

A creative and particularly effective use of new communication
technologies is another feature of youth alter-activism. They
are employed to express one’s creativity and subjectivity or
to organize actions, share information and coordinate activities.
Internet sites and chat rooms have become an important
means of debating, spreading information, exchanging experi-
ences and preparing international actions, camps and meetings."
Each international forum and mobilization has its alternative
media centre. The people involved often gather for several
days before such events to share practices in an ‘Alternative
Media Forum’. Pirate radio,' campus newspapers, mailing
lists and Twitter are all employed. Video-cameras are also put
to use by activists during various actions: in order to construct
their own experience (McDonald, 2006) as well as to defend
themselves against repression, the presence of a camera having
a calming effect on the police. There have been actions by
cyber-activist hackers (Picot & Willert, 2002; Aguiton &
Cardon, 2007), and electronic civil disobedience which has
been used against websites of transnational corporations, inter-
national institutions and the Republican Party. Other aspects
of the reappropriation of and free access to knowledge, informa-
tion and communication include free software and operating
systems.

While mass media ‘manipulate subjectivities’, once ‘reappropri-
ated’ by users media can transform into a privileged space for
the expression of subjectivities, creation and exchange. ‘Don’t
hate the media, be the media’ was adopted as the slogan of the
main alternative information network, Indymedia. Established
during the anti-WTO protests in Seattle with the aim of ‘allowing
everyone to participate and be active in the media’ (according to
one of its founders, WSF 2002), the network enjoyed a rapid
success and, within a few years, local collectives were active in
more than forty countries, allowing alter-globalization activists
to create and circulate alternative news and information. During
mass actions and gatherings, hundreds of activists take to the
streets to record video footage, snap photos and conduct
interviews.
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Network-based organizational forms

Whether in a project, an ephemeral network or a more structured
organization, youth are generally involved through affinity
groups: college friends, activists from the same local chapter,
people encountered on the bus before a protest, a group of more
timid or more action-oriented activists, etc. This fluidity and the
lack of requirement for long-term commitment correspond to the
culture of contemporary society (Bauman, 2000; Sennett, 2006)
but also meet the contingencies of young, student life. Job oppor-
tunities, the burden of university studies, friendships or the
unforeseen blossoming of a love affair can make activist invol-
vement a shifting variable. Not without its merits, this individua-
tion of political engagement has its drawbacks, particularly in the
area of continuity, transmission of past experiences, or the inscrip-
tion of movements within the social and political landscape.

Alter-activists are generally wary of traditional forms of social
organization and protective of their autonomy. Eschewing large
organizations, they tend to work in overlapping, restricted
groups organized around specific projects and connected to each
other through informal networks and personal affinities. Alter-
activists have developed decentralized, network-based organiza-
tional forms, including highly flexible, diffuse and often ephem-
eral formations, which bring together many alter-activist youth
in a broad network of disparate local committees instead of a
single, unitary movement organization. Examples include the
Direct Action Network (DAN) in the United States, Reclaim the
Streets, the Movement for Global Resistance (MRG) in Catalonia,
Vamos in Paris and GAS9 in Mexico City.

Alter-activist networks challenge representative logics. Rather
than identifying with a specific organization, for example, activ-
ists are committed to the wider movement and its guiding values.
Participation is thus individualized, but still concerned with
collective goals and collaborative practice. In this sense, alter-
activist networks provide open spaces for communication and
coordination around concrete projects, favouring open participa-
tion over rigid membership. Finally, alter-activist networks have
no formal hierarchies, elected positions or paid staff, and deci-
sions are taken by consensus. For example, as we have seen, the
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organization of alternative camps, including the ‘Intergalactic
Village’ during the G-8 summit in 2003, the Mexican youth
camps in Cancun or the camps during the 2007 G-8 in North
Germany, is open and participatory. The organizational structure
of Vamos involved up to 200 activists during preparatory meet-
ings of the anti-G8 camp. Although these are not always the most
time-effective ways of operating, alter-activist networks value
horizontal structure and democratic process as political ends.
This leads to an egalitarian, dynamic and flexible form of activ-
ism and non-representative logic (McDonald, 2006). At the same
time, horizontal networks have limitations. For example, they
can be highly unstable, given the lack of formal structure and
clear chains of responsibility. Despite their efforts to create a
horizontal and participatory space, the initiators of the alterna-
tive and self-organized village during the G-8 summit in Evian
were disappointed: ‘In the end, many things fell to us.” The most
important aspects of organizing the space fell to a handful of
activists; participants became involved only to a limited extent,
and then generally only in the more pleasant aspects.

Unlike more formal organizations, networks are not born and
do not die, but mutate according to circumstances and cam-
paigns. Frequently re-baptized, they grow, shrink and transform
according to the major project driving them — generally the orga-
nization of an alter-globalization event. This flexible dynamic
generates a large turnover of membership in networks. In the
network of Parisian alter-activist youth, only two of those who
were active in 2001, when the name of the network first appeared,
were still involved in Vamos at the end of 2004. The name had
changed several times, but the network had persevered: meeting
methodology, conceptualization of actions and general philoso-
phy remained very similar. In addition, several references were
made to past actions, particularly the 2003 camp at the G-8 at
Evian (France) and the autonomous space at the Paris ESF later
the same year. The website had also remained identical, constitut-
ing a virtual anchor for the continuity of a network with a very
high turnover. But this logic of project-based political engagement
and individuation does not encourage long-term organizing.
Between actions, everyone returns to their jobs, until the group
dies away or re-emerges, more beautiful than ever, for a
new mobilization sparked by a few people. Other enthusiastic
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initiatives rapidly fall away. This was the case, for example, with
the ‘Intergalactika’ network which was enthusiastically launched
during the 2002 World Social Forum with the aim of maintaining
communications and strong relations among alter-activists’ net-
works. However, when everyone returned home, no one really
worked on the project, which, in the end, was never established
— until, a year later, a similar initiative was again launched, with
no more success. Nevertheless, concern about sustainability of
groups and coordination beyond projects weighs heavily on some
young movement entrepreneurs (McCarthy & Zald, 1977). At
Porto Alegre, a young Brazilian responsible for the 2002 camp
lamented that the ‘exchanges are amazing and the camp is very
well run, but we have a hard time doing something more perma-
nent than camps’. Less pessimistic, a young Parisian noted: “The
movement may disappear without much outcome, but those
young people who took part in it have learned many things and
will get mobilized much faster for the next movement.’

Vamos and GAS9

Decentralized networks involve new forms of political commit-
ment and participation. For one, alter-activists tend to prefer
more temporary, ad -hoc coalitions. At the same time, many alter-
activist networks that began as temporary coordinating vehicles
to bring people to alter-globalization demonstrations continued
to operate over time. For example, MRG was created to mobilize
Catalan activists for the protests against the World Bank and the
IMF summit in Prague in September 2000. After nearly three
years of organizing actions, gatherings and workshops, the
network finally ‘self-dissolved’ in January 2003, ‘to abandon
the dull politics of Porto Alegre, the false representations and the
petty struggles for power’."”

Paris-based Vamos started by organizing buses to take students
to the anti-G8 protests in Genoa, 2001. Back in Paris, they con-
structed stands and gave talks on campuses about the neoliberal
agenda of multilateral summits. In 2002, Vamos led numerous
symbolic direct actions on issues such as migration, the war in
Iraq, transnational corporations and neoliberal reforms. From
there it expanded in a new direction with the yearly organization
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of a week of talks and exchanges, about alter-globalization issues,
on Paris campuses. Vamos also brought two buses of French activ-
ists to the June 2002 Seville counter-summit. A year later, during
the G-8 summit at Evian, France (near Geneva), the alternative
camp organized by Vamos and a similar network from Lyon
hosted more than 4,000 European activists. Allied to the jobless,
migrants and precarious workers’ activist networks, Vamos later
helped put together a self-organized space on the margins of the
ESF in Paris. These two events constituted spaces of experience in
which alter-activist youth discussed, prepared actions and experi-
mented with concrete alternatives in the areas of collective man-
agement of speaking, cleaning and gender equality. In contrast to
the rooms and auditoriums of the ‘official” ESF, Vamos’ space was
also a place to live, meet and party, which offered free lodgings
and allowed space for music bands to perform. In the course of
pulling together these events, Vamos activists organized them-
selves into a very functional network based on targeted actions,
division of tasks, working groups and individualized participation.
Vamos activists claim a certain influence from the Zapatistas and
international alter-activist trends, combining an advertised dis-
tance from traditional social organizations with collaborations
with numerous civil society actors.

In Mexico City, the GAS9 network was also founded around
a global mobilization, namely against the 2003 WTO summit in
Canctun. With a core of a dozen students from the National
Autonomous University of Mexico, the GAS9 network hoped
to make the Canciin mobilizations a ‘springboard to awaken
youth and social movements to the problems of globalization’.'®
Working in a city in which debates on neoliberalism had been
limited to a few intellectuals and NGOs, they carried out an
important work of conscientization and promoted a broad con-
vergence. Some ‘Youth assemblies towards Cancun’ involved
more than 200 young people from diverse backgrounds — stu-
dents, libertarians, militant communists, NGO workers and edu-
cators. Dozens of people spoke at these gatherings to share their
ideas, present their plans of action, organize the trip or convey
information. GAS9 carried out diverse actions at Cancin, notably
managing to block access to the WTO convention centre for two
hours. Returning to Mexico City, the group changed its name
several times, but remained active despite a heavy turnover of
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participants. The network took part in several local initiatives
and in the heavily repressed march against the summit of the
Inter-American Development Bank in Guadalajara in March
2004, where some of its members were arrested. GAS9 has since
gradually re-oriented around three main activities: an alternative
media centre; support for the Zapatista movement (through
spreading information, organizing cultural events and the partici-
pation of many young activists in gatherings and events called by
Subcomandante Marcos); and, finally, in support of these other
two areas of activity, a group of drummers active in protests and
alter-globalization events modelled after Seattle’s ‘Infernal Noise
Company’, which they saw at the protest marches in Cancun. For
example, these drummers led their parade through the streets of
San Cristobal in an attempt to inform the population about the
importance of the Zapatistas’ ‘Other Campaign’.

Protest camps as spaces of experience

The 2002 No Border camp near Strasbourg especially focused on
self-organization and set the standards for many of its followers.
Youth camps at the WSF have also become points of reference,
gathering some 2,300 activists in 2002, 15,000 in 2003 and
30,000 in 200S. In June 2003, the ‘Intergalactic Village’ during
the mobilization against the G-8 summit in Evian involved over
4,000 activists and had a deep impact on young French alter-
globalization activists. In Mexico, in 2005 alone, national and
international autonomous youth camps were organized in
Oaxaca, along the US-Mexico border and near Mexico City.
In 2007, during the protest week against the G-8 summit in
Heiligendamm in north-east Germany, the three main camps
hosted over 10,000 activists. They were conceived as bases for
direct action against the restricted area around the G-8 summit
as well as places to sleep, eat, meet other activists, debate and
discuss. In the evening and part of the night, the camps were lit
up by hundreds of discussions and songs around small fires,
screenings of alternative movies and techno parties. The days
were dedicated to protest marches, the planning of direct actions
to block the roads to Heiligendamm, or organizing meetings or
workshops where activists shared experience. Drawing on the
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experience of previous alter-activist protest camps, which have
taken place in many countries, as well as the long tradition of
self-organization by German activists, the autonomous organiza-
tion of the various barrios (neighbourhoods) and of the camps as
a whole was both participative and efficient, being at the same
time experimental and functional in most aspects of camp life
— from biological vegan foods, camp security, workshops and
cleaning to training for blockade actions. Since 2007, ‘Climate
Camps’ have become widespread. Loose networks of young activ-
ists, including a wide proportion of teenagers, even set up a
climate camp in the heart of the City of London during the 2009
G-20 meeting. Although it was removed by the police during its
first night, it is recalled as a convivial space of exchange and a
strong experience for a new generation of activism.

Alter-activists conceive these camps not only as a base to
prepare and lead actions or to host workshops on alter-globaliza-
tion issues, but as spaces of experience, laboratories where alter-
activists can experiment with new ideas, practices and forms of
social action: ‘One of our objectives is to implement a complete
vision of the world(s) we’re fighting for in the here and now, and
right down to the smallest details of daily life."” Camps are
opportunities for experimenting with different forms of participa-
tion and social interaction. In this sense, youth camps are orga-
nized along direct democratic lines: there are no formal leaders,
decisions are made collectively, and all residents are encouraged
to take part in the construction, organization, and daily admin-
istration of the camps. For example, the 2002 No Border camp
in Strasbourg (see Juris, 2008a) and the 2003 Intergalactic Village
near Evian employed a decision-making structure based on a
network of self-organized neighbourhoods or barrios. Each
‘neighbourhood’” would manage its affairs through a local assem-
bly, while decisions affecting the entire camp, including those
related to infrastructure, security, media or collective actions,
would be taken through larger spokes-council assemblies, or
inter-barriales, involving delegates from each barrio. At the
Intergalactic Village, as in many other camps, a notice-board
called for participation in numerous tasks: cleaning, cooking,
organizing discussions, etc.

While celebration and the pleasure of living an alternative
experience are at the heart of these activist spaces, the will to
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encourage more participative forms of organization demands
considerable investment. Strolling around the 2005 WSF youth
camp in the evening, journalists and participants would doubt-
lessly retain party images and sounds of samba. However, just a
few steps away, and while the majority of activists were unwind-
ing on downtown terraces, youth from the alter-activist space
‘Intergalactic caracol’ met well into the night to organize the fol-
lowing day together. Several internet meetings before their arrival
in Porto Alegre enabled a group of around ten activists from
Europe and the Americas to establish certain parameters.
However, in order to allow everyone to participate, decisions had
to be made on-site: each person spoke and each idea was dis-
cussed until 2 or 3 a.m.

Beyond opposing neoliberalism, these camps provide spaces for
socializing, sharing ideas and experiences, celebrating, mixing
private and public, making friends and struggling for a better
world. Alter-activist camps provide a time out of time, a com-
munal space where hierarchical relations are suspended. Indeed,
such spaces of experience are particularly productive moments
for experimenting with alternative ways of life, new social identi-
ties and novel forms of interaction. At the same time, despite their
utopian thrust, alter-activist camps also present complex, often
intractable, challenges, including the rise of informal hierarchies,
the necessity to delegate despite the emphasis on participation,
differing levels of involvement of residents, and the emergence of
political divisions. Moreover, these camps are ephemeral: once
they end, groups tend to dissolve and networks unravel.
Nevertheless, such camps represent important moments in which
individual lived experience intersects with collective history. Thus,
to take part in an alternative camp reinforces political involvement
and commitment to the alter-globalization movement in the long
term. However ephemeral, such an intense experience of political
activism during one’s youth can transform social identity and
political beliefs in fundamental ways (McAdam, 1989).

A youth culture activism?

Both in daily practices and during large gatherings, alter-activist
youth culture creates new forms of political engagement centred
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on concrete projects, affinity groups and networked organiza-
tion, but also a cult of experience lived in the moment. Outside
grand ideologies, activist youth create decentralized and non-
hierarchical networks in which groups from different areas of the
world share similar practices and ideas about political engage-
ment. Although they engage in public mobilizations, they renounce
neither their deep disenchantment with the structures, institu-
tions and traditional actors of political and social life (Forbrig,
2005) nor their own individuation. The innovative practices of
alter-activists provide a potential basis for a new culture of politi-
cal participation. However, these forms of political engagement
are not without their limits. Most of the time, they have scarcely
any impact on public debate. With the exception of black bloc
sporadic actions, they have remained largely invisible to the
media and public opinion, which are more attuned to media
campaigns managed by NGO communication experts.

Youth, and particularly middle-class students, attraction to
alter-activism partly depends on life-cycle and generation effects.'®
Youth are more deeply influenced by the characteristics and
values associated with the information society (Castells, 1996-8)
in which they grew up. The values of autonomy, self-realization
and creativity defended by young alter-activists conform closely
with contemporary shifts in capitalism (Sennett, 2006). Indeed,
several surveys show that, in comparison with the overall popula-
tion, young people value more flexible and autonomous forms of
commitment and are faster in adopting new information tech-
nologies (Hurrelmann & Albert, 2002; Galland & Roudet,
2005). Today’s youth are also part of the post-Berlin Wall genera-
tion, characterized by a deep disappointment with traditional
politics and activism.

Life-cycle effects reinforce this trend. Alter-activist values,
practices and experiences are particularly compatible with a spe-
cific period of life which has been called ‘emerging adulthood’
(Arnett, 2004). Indeed, youth sociology has often associated this
period of life with many of the characteristics that are visible in
alter-activist culture, such as the thirst for lived experience and
experimentation (Weber, 1963 [1919]: 96). Moreover, youth-
specific patterns of social interaction — which are more flexible
and informal than among working adults with families — have a
significant impact on their mode of political participation (Muxel,
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2001). Their often insecure jobs (Blossfeld et al., 2005) and lower
level of professional and familial responsibilities allow more free
time and make them more likely to engage in horizontal network-
ing. In addition, young people tend to adopt more radical posi-
tions, and are less involved with more institutionalized social and
political actors. Finally, as with young alter-activists today, cul-
tural and festive aspects of protest and the insistence on democ-
racy and participation were critical elements of various student
movements in the 1960s. For example, the Mexican student
movement in 1968 (Alvarez Garin, 1998) placed a major empha-
sis on democratic, participatory organization while calling for
democratization of the state. Many young Germans engaged in
counter-cultural projects while Italian anti-military camps were
similar in many ways to alter-activists’ camps today. Moreover,
apropos of the festive aspects of contemporary alter-activist pro-
tests, Daniel Cohn-Bendit, leader of the French students in 1968,
once remarked: ‘It’s simple. You order the police to evacuate and
you reopen the Sorbonne. I find three or four orchestras and the
party begins. People will dance, drink and be happy’ (Gomez,
1998: 32).

From the Zapatistas to alter-activists

When two Barricade activists took stock of the differences
between current movements and the labour movement at the end
of the 1950s, it was a series of quotations from Marcos which
came to mind: ‘The road is made by moving forward. No path
is mapped out’; ‘Questions must be asked while walking, as and
when we advance in our projects.” Similarly, when twenty Latin
American, North American and European alter-activist youth
organized an autonomous space at the 2005 WSF youth camp,
they called it the ‘intergalactic caracol’ in reference to the
Intergalactic Gathering which took place in Chiapas in 1996 and
to the Zapatistas’ ‘Good Government Councils’, called caracoles.
From all over the world, they rallied around the Zapatista inspira-
tion: ‘the common ground we found among everyone was a refer-
ence to the Zapatistas, who embody a will to autonomy and other
forms of struggle’ (contribution to the inauguration of the caracol).
From the French Intergalactics to the Italian Ya Basta, different
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youth movements have similarly named themselves after the
rebels of Chiapas.

How to explain this fascination with the indigenous, rural
community movement that is Zapatism on the part of urban,
alter-activist youth with a hyper-individualized lifestyle? Beyond
their differences, the alternative social centres, alter-activist youth
and indigenous Zapatistas share a similar, experience-based
concept of social change and political engagement, which forms
the way of subjectivity of the alter-globalization movement. The
interest the Zapatistas, the social centres and the alter-activist
youth have in each other and their gatherings is not accidental.
In his poetic style, Subcomandante Marcos seems to have suc-
ceeded better than most in describing the logic of the spaces of
experience established by these activists: active participation by
all, conviviality of social relations, learning by trial and error
through experimentation, construction of autonomous spaces, an
anti-power logic and the valorization of diversity within the
movement.

Having delved into the logic of experience drawn from three
actors who act according to different modalities of the way
of subjectivity, we will turn, in the next chapter, to an examina-
tion of these actors’ concepts of social change, the social conflicts
they wage, and the inherent limits of this trend of the alter-
globalization movement.



4

Expressive Movements
and Anti-Power

A concept of social change

As Tito, the teenager from the suburbs of Mexico City, broke into
his third song during the ‘Meeting of the Zapatistas comandants
with youth and civil society’ at around 3.20 a.m., a Trotskyist,
a long-time supporter of the Zapatista cause, moved closer to me
and began to fidget: ‘This is all very well, but what use is it? What
points can be drawn from these successive speeches and songs?
What text will come out of this meeting?’

From the point of view of institutional politics, social actors
following the path of subjectivity appear quite limited in outcome.
The multiple Zapatista mobilizations for constitutional reform
clearly failed at the politico-legal level. From the same perspec-
tive, what is the political impact of ‘tagging’ advertising in New
York subways? It would be considered useless — or even counter-
productive, in that it impairs the functioning of a public service.
Theories of ‘contentious politics’ would see nothing in these
actors but a movement too weak to carry its demands successfully
to the political sphere. At worst, they would see symptoms of
declining participation in the mechanisms of political life or atti-
tudes leading to a ‘dissipation of social movements’ (Phelps-
Brown, 1990). At best, they would regard the characteristics of
these movements as indicative of an early phase of the cycle or
development of social movements, in which innovations multiply,
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creating ‘relatively open spaces for new collective experiments’
(Tilly, 2003: 105).

The dynamism of the actors examined in the last two chapters,
however, suggests not so much decline or the deficiencies of an
immature movement, as the emergence of a new political culture
and other forms of participation. These subjective and expressive
movements seek to ‘increase capacity for action and free choice.
[They] want to change life a lot more than transform society’
(Touraine, 2000 [1997]: 96). Within relationships and in the
midst of everyday life, alter-activist youth, Zapatistas, social
centres and some piqueteros movements create new spaces allow-
ing each person to play an active role in the course of their lives,
whether in consumption or in active citizenship. While only a
limited number of actors are involved, these spaces of experience
respond to a qualitative logic of social change rather than politi-
cal outcome and regulation measures. Against the hold of the
dominant ideology and markets, these actors seek to produce
their own forms of cultural life, to self-transform, and to assert
themselves through their creativity, without manipulation by or
subordination to the market hegemony and its cultural industries.
Activists thus devote a substantial amount of their energy to
building the movement itself; to experimenting with concrete,
local alternatives, and developing a lifestyle which strives to be
different from that imposed by capitalism. The figure of an
expressive and subjective movement does not imply a lack of
economic and social demands, but tends to articulate construc-
tion of the self, cultural issues and social justice around a concept
of change perceived as a process which begins with society and
individual behaviour more than with the decisions of policy
makers and institutions.

Instead of an abrupt and radical break in the course of history
(the traditional idea of revolution), these activists consider social
transformation to be an ongoing collective process. The ‘other
world [which] is possible’ will not arrive tomorrow, after “The
Revolution’, but begins here and now, in the interstitial spaces of
our societies, (re-)appropriated by actors and transformed into
alternative and autonomous spaces of experience. It is no longer
by influencing institutional politics, nor by seizing political power,
but by putting the movement’s values and alternatives into
practice, reaffirming local forms of sociability, constructing
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autonomous spaces and defending them against the influence of
the state and the market (Held & McGrew, 2007: 199-201) that
individuals will be able to take charge, act, and thereby realize
themselves as subjects.

As we have seen in the previous chapters, the consistency
between practice and defended values is at the centre of the
experimentation processes and is the starting point of any social
change. Activists of the way of subjectivity believe that the
movement must be organized to reflect its alternative values:
horizontality, participation of the greatest number possible,
limited delegation, rotation of tasks, respect for diversity, etc.
Rather than messianic visions or a pre-established project, these
activists focus on everyday practices: ‘We are feeling our way,
seeking out concrete and emancipatory paths toward the trans-
formation of social relations.”> There are neither over-arching
models, nor ‘prefab’ social projects, nor pre-established plans.
Alternatives decline in the plural: ‘We don’t have a model to
propose but many alternatives. For me, it’s not “another world is
possible”. Happily not! It’s other worlds’ (Barricade activist).
What they want to build is ‘a world in which many worlds fit’
(Le Bot & Marcos, 1997). Thus neither the Zapatistas nor the
participatory budget of Porto Alegre present models to be fol-
lowed as such, but represent sources of inspiration which must
be adapted to local realities and the specificities of actors: ‘It is
not a transportable, pre-built model but a source of inspiration
to rethink our democratic practices’ (activist from a London
social centre, 2003; see also Khasnabish, 2008).

A distinct approach of the structure of movements flows
from this concept of social change. Convivial relationship, active
participation of each member and horizontality is in many cases
only possible in the context of a relatively restricted group.’
Rather than enlarging its various groups and committees,
Barricade seeks to ‘swarm’: ‘After twenty, it is better to create a
second group, because once this limit is passed, different
problems arise and it becomes difficult to maintain the same rela-
tions among members.” Activists of Barricade clarify that “We
don’t seek to build a big organization but many, many small
organizations, each maintaining its specificities.” Activists of the
subjectivity path do not want their organization to grow until it
reaches global proportions. They believe a global change will
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arise from the multiplication of diverse, autonomous spaces of
experience. The idea here is the ‘swarm’: other, similar but auton-
omous, networks being created in other neighbourhoods and
cities.

Thus, when someone becomes interested in Barricade’s
Collective Purchasing Group, activists respond, ‘rather than join
us, better go and see what is happening in your neighbourhood.
If there is no collective purchasing group in your neighbourhood,
build it.” This discourse echoes Marcos’ words: “The best way to
support the Zapatista struggle is to lead your struggle where you
are.” The young Zapatista sympathizers gathered in Canctn
(2003) approved of this message: “The most important thing I’ve
learnt from Marcos is that you have to live Zapatismo and resist
wherever you are.’

Disenchantment with previous forms of social transformation
led activists to develop a strong distrust of all forms of power.
They believe that ‘neoliberalism must be criticized, but it is also
necessary to contest the idea of power which is a legacy of former
leftist social movements. . .. The politics we want is no longer
about delegation to political parties’ (Italian activist, 2004 WSF).
Rather than to take power or develop countervailing power, they
wish to create spaces of experience ‘free of power relations
through the dissolution of power-over’ (Holloway, 2002: 37),*
outside the domination of market ideology and communalism
and without ties to ‘power-domination’. In order to distinguish
these practices from those aiming at countervailing power (the
‘counter-power’ of Montesquieu), we will use the term ‘anti-
power’ in this context.’

The indigenous Zapatistas, Barricade activists, alter-activist
youth and pigqueteros emphasize resistance to social control.
Autonomy is central to the spaces of experience which resolutely
position themselves outside the political and the institutional —
not only to evade power relations but also because these actors
believe that capacity for change does not stem from political
and institutional power. They thus call for change ‘from the
bottom’, based on everyday practices and the participation
of everyone: ‘It isn’t Lula who is going to make things happen,
but actions from below’ (Mexican activist youth). World
transformations ‘could not come from above but must already be
built from below’ (interview with a piquetero), in their lives and
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neighbourhoods rather than through the study of international
economic measures. Change is not limited to the local, but
it resolutely unfolds ‘bottom-up’: starting with practical solutions
and without the certainty of knowing the direction of history.
Building different social relations, convivial and non-competitive,
assumes a great importance, as well as transforming one’s
own personality: ‘We can’t change the world if we don’t start
with ourselves, helping our neighbours, seeing how things are
going in our neighbourhood... (a young Mexican activist,
2003).

In this conceptualization, the near and the local become essen-
tial; the world is transformed by a multitude of alternatives based
on experience, participation, everyday life, local movements and
self-transformation. Change is thus conceived as both very short-
and very long-term. On one hand, it occurs in limited spaces
where the implementation of practical alternatives brings very
concrete, rapid changes to a limited number of participants. But,
at the same time, these spaces are part of a larger movement
which struggles against the current system and transforms values
through a decades-long labour of sedimentation. Previous distinc-
tions between reform, revolution and anarchism thus lose their
relevance.

While not always explicit, the legacy of some anarchist thought
is very much present (Dupuis-Déri, 2005) — particularly in its
self-organizational aspects. Likewise, the emphasis on consis-
tency between practice and defended values was central to the
philosophy of several prominent activist figures of the twentieth
century, such as Gandhi, Martin Luther King and Nelson
Mandela, as well as feminist movements since the 1960s (see
Nava, 1992; Lamoureux, 2004; Rowbotham & Linkogle, 2006).
While they are never referenced, this trend also continues some
aspects of the movements in Eastern Europe in the 1970s, par-
ticularly the idea of ‘anti-politics™ ‘Through self-organization, it
was possible to create autonomous spaces in society. . . . The aim
was not to replace power with another kind, but rather under
this power — or beside it — to create a structure representing other
laws and in which the voice of the ruling power is heard only as
an insignificant echo’ (Kaldor, 2003: 55-6; Havel, 1985; Konrad,
1984 [1982]). Actors of the way of subjectivity revive and adapt
such practices and carry forward their discussions in a process
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by which this political culture continues to invent itself through
reflection, concrete experience and exchange. However, in many
cases, the memory of past protest movements has barely been
transmitted, leaving alter-activist youth with the impression that
they have invented wholesale a form of political engagement and
a political culture, several of whose core elements were already
present in previous resistance movements.

A social and subjective engagement

While personal and community realization are central, inequali-
ties remain no less crucial for a majority of the world’s people.
Alter-globalization activists combine the subjective dimension
with social and economic demands. New feminist networks,
deeply involved in the alter-globalization movement, are particu-
larly clear on this point. World March of Women (WMW)®
activists claim to ‘unite struggles against three oppressive systems:
patriarchy, capitalism and racism’ (D. Mate, coordinator of the
World March of Women, WSF 2002).” With figures and experi-
ence to back them up, these feminists denounce both distributive
injustices, of which women are the main victims (the WMW
considers that ‘70% of the world’s poor are women’, WSF 2002),
and problems stemming from the lack of recognition of women
as subjects (violence against women, discrimination, patriarchy,
etc.), the links between these two levels being generally estab-
lished. However, they do not identify as victims: ‘Obviously neo-
liberal globalization has exacerbated the effects of patriarchy,
but we must be careful to avoid always victimizing women. In
reality, the women’s movement is currently the largest social
movement in the world. Everywhere, women are struggling and
organizing themselves’ (‘Women and globalization’, position
paper of ATTAC-Paris, 2001).

This fight for equality and recognition doesn’t end with utopic
visions of another world to come, but is waged within alter-glo-
balization groups themselves — both to ensure that ‘the gender
dimension is better taken into account’ (Italian activist, WSF
2002) and to counter discrimination and sexist practices within
the movement. At the same time, these alter-globalization
feminist activists refuse to confine themselves to this activist
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dimension of their life: “We give life, we work, love, create,
struggle, and have fun’ (extract from the “Women’s Global Charter
for Humanity’). Far from limiting their demands to women’s
rights, the 2001 International Meeting stressed that ‘it is impos-
sible to achieve different conditions for women without changing
the world’. The WMW has since been extensively involved in the
alter-globalization movement and endeavours to ‘offer a global
project of a fair and equal society for everyone, men and women’.®
Adopted in more than 100 countries around the world in 2004,
their main reference text is indeed called the “Women’s Global
Charter for Humanity’.

Numerous organizations close to this way of subjectivity
combine social and economic struggle with the promotion of
subjective transformation. Jobless workers’ movements in Europe
and Argentina, minorities in the United States, indigenous people
in Latin America all aim to go beyond stigmatization and blame.
They provide their activists a space both to rebuild their self-
esteem and to become again actors in their life and their society.
In this way, the ‘No Vox’ movements’ networks strive to move
beyond blame and assert the dignity of the unemployed, against
the ‘stigmatizing idea that the unemployed can’t find work because
they aren’t looking for it’ (Flores, 2002: 41). Unlike theoretical
knowledge, access to experience is not tied to the possession of
certain resources, notably cultural capital and higher education.
People who are excluded or marginalized often have little exper-
tise and few theoretical arguments but strong experience. It is on
this base that they build innovative movements within the way
of subjectivity.

Illusions of anti-power and diversions of
spaces of experience

In addition to the diversions related to the overemphasizing of
subjectivity and experience, some limits to the way of subjectivity
should also be underlined when it comes to its concept of
social change. While often effective, ‘spaces of experience’ are
also fraught with illusions such as the existence of groups
freed of power relations and the utopia of a space outside
society and politics. Moreoever, the spread from social change
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in a limited group to larger scale transformation remains a
blind-spot.

The illusion of the end of power

Activists of the way of subjectivity have developed a concept of
change which refuses ‘the language and logic of power and does
not accept the concept of realism on which political power relies’
(Holloway, 2003). While an impressive creativity and a renewal
of social thought result, the utopic nature of this idea of a space
without power-domination must be interrogated. The idea of a
space purified of all power relations, ‘without leaders and funda-
mentally horizontal’ (Antentas et al., 2003: 31), a space freed of
structure, power and exclusion is clearly utopian (Pleyers, 2004;
Polletta, 2005; Teivainen, 2008). As in all social spaces, struc-
tures and power are very much present in alter-globalization
networks and spaces, although in less formal ways than in more
hierarchical organizations. M. Crozier and E. Friedberg (1980:
254) concluded their studies on organization with an analysis of
self-organization, pointing out that

Power is impossible to eradicate, and relations of power are essen-
tial components of cooperation and human relations in general.
As long as self-management’s partisans refuse to admit this, any
action they undertake will run the risk of producing an effect
opposite to what they wish to achieve. Power can be regulated
and moralized only by flushing it out into the open, in order to
prevent the consolidation of positions of strength and the crystal-
lization of dependency relationships around these positions.

Romanticization of horizontal networks and autonomous spaces
should be avoided. Lack of formal hierarchy should not be
confused with a total absence of hierarchy. In the absence of
explicit rules about decision-making and formalized power,
prominent people may acquire considerable influence. Within
alter-globalization gatherings, the influence of each participant
varies according to their vocal leadership, social capital and
ability to participate in previous meetings (which can prove
crucial to grasping certain issues). Additionally, activists are
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confronted with very immediate problems related to the highly
variable level of involvement of participants or the many chal-
lenges posed by cultural and political diversity.

The place of the adversary

In this way of subjectivity, the pole of opposition (Touraine,
1978) is the least well established. Not that the adversary is
totally absent, but the relation to it is either too strong or too
weak. Activists waver between an overly diffuse image of the
adversary and a radical, definitive rejection, which prevents a
social conflict from being established. In the former case, the
adversary becomes omnipresent, infiltrating the very personality
of activists: ‘the enemy is not only external, it is also our own
ways of thinking’ (a piquetero). It hence becomes a matter of
‘changing oneself’. In the latter case, the adversary becomes an
enemy with whom all dialogue is rejected. Activists evoke a dis-
connected adversary, who rapidly becomes full of phantasms: a
cohort of powerful actors who deliberately organize the domina-
tion of subjectivities and human beings, embodied in several big
transnational companies or in international institutions — the
WTO, World Bank, IMF - or countries — United States — which
impose neoliberal policies, war and the capitalist system.
Opposition is such that these enemies are kept at a distance and
dialogue refused. Unlike NGOs, activists of the way of subjectiv-
ity refuse, for example, to participate in international summits
whose legitimacy they contest. This is the meaning of the destruc-
tion of symbols of capitalism by black bloc groups and of some
speeches during the Zapatista ‘Other Campaign’ ‘We want a
world where there is a place for everyone, even for the rich. In
our world, they will have a place: prison’ (Subcomandante
Marcos, La Jornada, 2 February 2006).

The way of subjectivity oscillates between these two extreme
poles of opposition, each of which effectively makes conflict dis-
appear. In both cases, the relationship with the adversary is not
deemed important. The pole of opposition is weakened to the
point of removing the movement from ‘contentious politics’
(McAdam, Tarrow & Tilly, 2001), towards a self-centred expres-
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sive movement:’ ‘It is in transforming ourselves, in changing our
relationships and our concrete spaces for living that we will
change the world’ (an Argentinian activist).

Illusions of a space outside society and the political

The question of how to move from change at the individual or
local level to global transformations generally remains a blind-
spot for these movements and theorists of anti-power. Moreover,
when transformation of the actors themselves and the improve-
ment in their conditions of everyday life become the alpha and
omega of the movement, global issues can be forgotten in self-
focused activism. Withdrawal into identity alone or into internal
movement issues can reduce the movement’s functions to one of
self-help (Kriesi, 1996). As we have seen, actors can also with-
draw into a hedonistic experience of activism. Desire for social
ties can sometimes translate into an attraction to community
relations, even in an urban setting.

While expressive movements can contribute to profound social
change, they can also lead actors towards a withdrawal from
society: adopting Hirschman’s ‘exit option’ (1970) and retreating
to the margins of society rather than challenging the way in which
it is organized from the inside. But does withdrawal from society
suffice to achieve the change the activists desire? In some situa-
tions, it can, on the contrary, help to reproduce the system. If the
actors of this path withdraw from conflictive engagement in the
arena of institutional politics, retreating from political debate and
turning their backs on state institutions and power, don’t they
effectively abandon the field to their adversaries? Indeed,
M. Hardt and A. Negri (2000: 265) warn: ‘Battles against the
Empire might [not] be won through subtraction or defection. This
desertion does not have a place; it is the evacuation of the places
of power.” The logic of subtraction from political and economic
power seems far less sound to the extent that the transition from
these limited spaces to the global level remains extremely vague.
To what extent can small collective purchasing groups really
offer a global alternative to large-scale distribution? Can the
experiments with horizontal organization and alternative social
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relations in the ephemeral camps or in the interstitial spaces of
society have a deep impact on future society? Will the multiplica-
tion of local spaces of experience spread to lead to larger-scale
transformation? How to move from the alternative organization
of a few indigenous communities to global change? The limits of
changing the world ‘from below’ and ‘without taking power” have
become more striking in Mexico, one of the countries where this
alternative trend has been the most innovative. Numerous rural
communities have set up autonomous municipalities, often with
very innovative practices. Some have been working for decades,
notably in the state of Oaxaca. The Zapatista movement and, on
the opposite side, the intransigence of the government on agrarian
issues and towards social movements have encouraged a multipli-
cation of such spaces in the first decade of the twenty-first century.
As innovative as they were, these autonomous spaces and com-
munities have impeded neither the repressive and conservative
evolution of Mexican politics nor rising inequalities and the strong
decline of most Mexican living standards.

Moreover, as J. Scott (1998) showed, national political authori-
ties are generally very wary of the development of autonomous
spaces. The economic logic of global markets as well as the politi-
cal logic of governments generally seek to intervene in these
spaces, whether to monopolize resources or to impose the rule of
law. Since the state’s means of repression are measured on an
entirely different scale from the defensive capacity of autonomous
communities, a certain tolerance on the part of state authorities
normally proves indispensable to their survival. Defending and
sustaining autonomous spaces consequently requires that action
be taken outside these spaces, within the very political arenas
from which they claim to have escaped and in which purely local
dynamics are inadequate.

Facing the political

Mistrust of, distance from and ambiguity
towards the state

Mistrust is especially strong regarding state institutions, which
embody top-down logic. It generates an overall rejection of
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political actors and state institutions. In Mexico, the campaign
around the Zapatista Sixth Declaration retained a strong dimen-
sion of political rejection. Subcomandante Marcos reserved par-
ticularly strong language for all political actors and parties during
the electoral campaign, including the centre-left candidate who
eventually lost the election by a tiny margin and in a context of
strong suspicion of fraud. Likewise, ‘Que se vayan todos!” (‘Throw
them all out!’), the battle cry of the Argentinian revolt in December
2001, led numerous groups of piqueteros to advocate abstaining
from voting in elections, believing that ‘they [the politicians] are
all the same. ... Nothing can be expected from them’ (a woman
from the Unemployed Workers Movement (MTD) ‘Teresa
Rodriguez’, interview 2003); ‘None of the parties represent
workers. Political parties have no role to play insocial change! . . . It
is clear to us that politics will not bring solutions’ (activist from
MTD ‘Quilmes’, suburb of Buenos Aires, 2003). Similarly at
Barricade, people claim to have been ‘vaccinated against party
politics’. This disenchantment is widely shared among young
alter-activists: ‘I no longer believe in democracy as it exists. What
I am looking for is a different way of reaching consensus, with
more participation by the people’ (Mexican activist); ‘I don’t have
hope in traditional politics any more. I have no hope that institu-
tions, the government or political parties will change anything’
(young Spanish alter-activist).

Indeed, several actors that adopted this way of subjectivity
have developed a one-dimensional vision of the state and its
institutions, believing that the latter’s main objective is to weaken
and tame (Kaldor, 2003) social movements. The total rejection
of political actors can, however, bring about a depoliticization of
activists locked into local and cultural issues. But this firm rejec-
tion of the political and of institutions at the level of discourse
often becomes much more ambiguous in practice (Svampa &
Pereyra, 2003). Despite their proclaimed intention to maintain
autonomy and the strong rejection of the state in their discourses,
many spaces in fact survive on state support. This contradiction
was particularly marked in the Argentinian movements which
emerged after the 2001 financial and social crisis. The discredit-
ing of institutions and political actors and the desire for auton-
omy were central elements in the discourse of the autonomist
piqueteros from 2001 to the beginning of 2003. However, the
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majority were holding weekly demonstrations to get broader
access to state subsidies as unemployment benefits or support for
public canteens. Similarly, after only a few months of autono-
mous operation, many worker-occupied and worker-run facto-
ries in Argentina called for ‘nationalization under worker
control’.!” While, in Liége, the alternative and autonomous nature
of Barricade did not prevent the board from accepting, after
prolonged debate, public subsidies, which saw it move from zero
to seven employees in 2003. As for the Zapatista experience, it
illustrates both the possibility and the limits of local autonomy
without institutional support. The movement has set up an inno-
vative political and social organization, building new institutions
‘from below” and more adapted to the local realities and demands
(see chapter 9). However, it has not been able to set up a sustain-
able alternative economy and to improve material living stan-
dards significantly.

Participation rather than representative politics

Disenchanted with current forms of representative democracy,
activists of the way of subjectivity create new practices of partici-
pation. By establishing practices and empowering participants,
their spaces of experience allow ordinary people to become actors
in their life more and to contribute to social change in very con-
crete ways, starting with their everyday lives.

The desire to ‘change the world without taking power’ focuses
on society rather than the higher realms of politics: “What we
are seeking is for the people to make the changes more than the
politicians’ (Mexican activist). The whole point for these activists
of the way of subjectivity is precisely to move away from a
politics of representation to one of direct participation: “To those
who accuse them of being “anti-political”, the activists respond
with a concept of politics as an activity based on ‘strong’ forms
of participation of all citizens rather than as delegation to
a few professionals’ (Della Porta, 2005: 201; cf. McDonald,
2006).

Unlike unions and actors of the way of reason, the perspective
of these activists focuses on social spaces rather than state, insti-
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tutions and the political. From this perspective, Subcomandante
Marcos described himself as a ‘social rebel’ rather than a
‘revolutionary’™:

a revolutionary basically plans to change things from above, not
below; the opposite of a social rebel. . .. The revolutionary tends
to convert back into a politician, but the social rebel never stops
being a social rebel. When Marcos or the Zapatista movement are
converted into a revolutionary project, that is, into something
resembling a political actor in the political class, Zapatismo will
have failed as an alternative project. (Marcos, interview in Michel
and Escdrazaga, 2001: 145)

The turn towards the social and society from below is the core
meaning of the ‘Other Campaign’, launched by the Zapatistas in
the summer of 2005. One year before presidential and legislative
elections, with all of Mexico — particularly the press, television
and intellectuals — completely absorbed by the electoral duelling,
the Zapatistas attempted to turn attention towards society,
towards the multiple local actors who provide the country with
its energy and dynamism.

The rejection of debate with traditional political actors can
thus be interpreted as a sign of wanting to pursue another path
of social change. However, in believing that ‘the government
is not an interlocutor to address if you want to see things
done differently in Europe’ (protester during European summit,
at Brussels, 2001), in avoiding difficult but important debates
and in focusing on the logic of anti-power, have these actors
chosen an effective way to bring about the changes they
desire? To what extent can they bypass political intermediaries
and arrive at social transformation that is concrete, less transitory
and of a certain scale? Moreover, the issues raised by the forms
of political participation in the spaces of experience are not easily
incorporated by political and social actors, including part of
the alter-globalization movement. The lack of representation,
rejection of delegation and reluctance to build more structured
organizations make it difficult to communicate demands to policy
makers.
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Conclusion

Rather than a struggle against globalization, this way of subjec-
tivity is first and foremost a call for the freedom to choose one’s
existence, at the individual and collective levels, against the logics
of power, production and mass consumption. The core of this
activism which valorizes experience is located in the creation of
spaces in which each individual and each collectivity can con-
struct themselves as subjects, as actors in their everyday lives as
well as in their society. Indeed, it is not experience in and for
itself which lies at the heart of this way of subjectivity but experi-
ence linked to the will to become an actor.

While movements of industrial society believed that change
would come from the fields of political power or production, the
actors of the way of subjectivity look towards the private sphere,
everyday activities and the local — areas largely ignored by their
predecessors. By transforming their leisure activities, consump-
tion or modes of transportation, everyone can become more of
an actor in their own lives and an agent of change in the world.
Their movements are rooted in experience, subjectivity and cre-
ativity rather than abstract figures and expertise. The struggle
against the globalizing and homogenizing system is carried
forward by the assertion of particular subjectivities which defend
the existence of ‘a world in which there is a place for all worlds’
(Le Bot & Marcos, 1997) against market domination and com-
munalism. Zapatistas, piqueteros, activists of social and cultural
centres and alter-activist youth thus share the centrality of lived
experience, a concept of social change based on subjective and
cultural transformation, the valorization of diversity and the
implementation of concrete alternatives and social relations.

Innovative as it is, this path also has its limits and diversions,
stemming from the concentration of actors at the single pole of
the movement identity. The defence of communities against
market logic can give way to a withdrawal into localism, com-
munalism and closed identities. The assertion of subjectivity
through experience can drift into the diversions of hedonism,
disconnected from its initial orientation towards social change.
Individuation of involvement and commitment can undermine the
continuity and unity of the movement, dissipating in sporadic
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activism. The way of subjectivity contributes to the renewal of
politics but its expressions can be diverted into an anti-political
movement, replacing an ambiguous relationship to politics with
an opposition to all types of political actors. The concept of social
change adopted by these activists is also fraught with illusions
such as the existence of groups freed of power relations or the
utopia of a space outside society and politics, while the distance
between change in a limited group to larger-scale transformation
remains a blind-spot. Finally, in most cases, the adversary of the
movement either remains extremely vague or is considered to be
an enemy with whom all dialogue must be refused. Each of these
issues highlights the importance of linking such spaces of experi-
ence to a dimension better able to influence a broader political
community.






Part 3

The Way of Reason

Clinging to matters of the heart or good intentions would
mean handing over the best weapons to partisans of the
current system: ‘heartfelt, for sure; but so little mind ...
(Passet, 2001)






5

Expertise for Another World

Resisting through reason

The media often dwell on the festive and demonstrative aspects
of alter-globalization mobilizations. But the success of issues
deemed ‘tedious’ or ‘forbidding’ by activists themselves is also
very impressive. Apart from occasional demonstrations in the
streets, most alter-globalization activists spend most of their
activist time in auditoriums, conferences, lectures and numerous
meetings. Thousands ‘slog’ (term used by an activist from Liege)
through arduous lectures on international finance and gather in
halls to listen to the explanations of a couple of experts. By calling
themselves citizens' rather than activists, they express their dis-
enchantment with previous forms of activism and their interest
in reformulating ways of political engagement on the basis of an
active concept of citizenship. To oppose neoliberalism, become
actors in globalization, and participate in decisions which affect
their lives, they have chosen the way of reason, founded on
technical and abstract knowledge, expertise and popular
education.”

A brief analysis of a text which is clearly inscribed within this
way of reason allows a preliminary illustration of its main con-
stitutive features. The article ‘A humanitarian tax for Asia’ by J.
Nikonoff, then president of ATTAC-France, was published in the
French daily Libération on 4 January 2003, just a few days after
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the tsunami which left more than 250,000 dead in South-East
Asia.

Reason instead of emotion Rather than allowing ourselves to
be overwhelmed by emotion in response to human suffering and
to the terrible images broadcast from Asia, actors of the way of
reason seek to ‘rationalize’ and ‘think’, because if ‘something is
not right, [...it is that] this immeasurable catastrophe is not
thought’. The cold rationality of numbers and policy questions
replaces the warmth of human relations and emotions. The
tsunami is explained by — and reduced to — a series of objective
factors: the ‘major size of the earthquake’, ‘its suddenness’, the
‘biblical symbolism of the flood’. Reason, not emotional reaction,
should guide citizens: ‘Let’s not forget that, each day, according
to the Food and Agricultural Organization, hunger and malnutri-
tion claim the lives of 25,000, chiefly children. . .. One could not
sustain, each day, an emotional shock of the same intensity in
response to diffuse dramas, atomized throughout the world,
resulting from a slow agony, difficult to translate into a “scoop”
of media images.” The status of precise data, calculated by experts
from international bodies or from the alter-globalization net-
works, proves to be particularly important in these discourses,
especially as a means of arousing the indignation of citizen
activists.

The possibility to act rather than inevitability of fate While
the tsunami is ‘presented as an inevitability of fate, justifying all
the present, past and future impotence of national and interna-
tional public officials’, the president of ATTAC-France links the
extent of the damages to the economic situation. The assertion
of the possibility of acting, which is at the heart of the alter-
globalization movement, is exemplified here by a proposal for a
series of short-, medium- and long-term actions, from the boycott
of a Dutch bank (see below) to global taxes which ‘will require
years’ to implement. Similarly, in response to the ‘diffuse catas-
trophe’ of world hunger, concrete actions are possible and require
comparatively limited means, relative to sums invested elsewhere
by governments, the cost of the Iraq war being the example most
frequently cited. For the tsunami as for world hunger, alter-
globalization activists assert that solutions do exist. To achieve
them, ‘it is political will that counts’. While ‘it is necessary to
give’ to help regions devastated by the tsunami, the donation,
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inscribed within an emotional register, is entirely insufficient.
‘Nice feelings’ must thus ‘give way to real measures capable of
responding to real problems’. J. Nikonoff consequently proposes
‘mobilizing’ around a series of economic objectives in the medium
and long term. An exceptional tax levy — ‘0.05 % of global stock
market capitalization’ — to aid the tsunami victims is in this way
considered a first step towards world taxation.

Deconstructing myths and axioms of the market Alter-
globalization intellectuals never seem to miss an opportunity to
contradict a neoliberal axiom - in this case, the optimal alloca-
tion of resources by free markets: ‘If this were true, we would
have seen the immediate and spontaneous flood of capital towards
Asia, a kind of financial tsunami to help the region recover.” The
delegitimization of the market continues as the lack of compas-
sion and humanity in market rationality — in which human beings
appear to constitute one factor among others in the tourist
economy — is accentuated:

Throughout the drama, business continues. No morals, no reserve,
no decency; it’s business as usual. Sure, the Tsunami killed tens
of thousands of people and devastated the entire country, but the
Indonesian and Indian stock exchanges beat records, borne along
by an economic climate deemed favourable. According to Eddie
Wong, chief analyst for Asia at the ABN Amro Bank: ‘Damage
sustained by the better hotels does not appear serious, and there
have also been economic gainers, such as cement producers.” One
could also add coffin-makers!

For sure, the economist at ABN Amro does reduce reality to
economic data. But doesn’t the president of ATTAC share the
same will to ‘rationalize’ the situation, to bypass emotions and
privilege the economic perspective?

A similar statement arises from an analysis of the arguments
developed by the activists of the way of reason against the war
in Iraq, which focused on abstract analysis and on the economical
dimensions. They emphazise the collusion between the Bush
adminstration and the financial interests of the military-industrial
complex, oil companies and private armies and companies related
to provisioning the US army or ‘reconstructing Iraq’. From the
same perspective, they assert that the solution to terrorism lies in
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the economic plane: ‘cruise missiles and stealth bombers are
powerless in the face of the turmoil of societies dislocated by
inequalities, poverty, pandemics, and - frequent corollary -
‘worked on’ by fundamentalists’ (ATTAC, 2004b: 8). Hence, the
Jakarta Peace Consensus which arose from the main interna-
tional gathering against the war that brought 200 delegates® from
five continents in May 2003, stressed ‘the important links between
globalization and militarism ... We see the invasion of Iraq as
part of the on-going economic war against peoples of the South.
Under the rules of the IMF/World Bank and WTO, our world is
becoming increasingly unjust and unequal.’

Spaces of expertise
Legitimacy of expertise

Unlike experience, which refers to ‘mental states appearing to
involve an immediate relationship between the mind and the fact
and whose contents are intrinsically subjective and qualitative’,*
the way of reason passes through objective, quantifiable and
technical content, which must be acquired through training. The
latter then represents a substantial part of activist efforts: ‘In
order to act, we must first become familiar with the mechanisms
we claim to fight, and this demands a minimum of work’ (ATTAC,
2002: 110). The abstraction and the universal nature of the mea-
sures advocated also encourage the privileging of a global outlook,
which is indeed very much present in the discourse and the alter-
natives proposed by the actors of this way of reason: “To bring
about citizen-based economic regulation, it is necessary to work
at the global level, to set up global economic regulations’
(Dierckxsens, 2001: 138).

Expertise is at the core of this alter-globalization trend. It is
on expertise that the legitimacy of actors of this way of reason
reposes, and through which their will to act and to participate in
public decisions passes. ‘Expertise’ here designates technical
knowledge of a precise subject or area, such as the GATS, third
world debt, education or the Tobin-Spahn tax. This term will not
be used to imply the elitist character of a knowledge mastered by
only a handful of experts, but to indicate knowledge of an
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abstract, theoretical and generally universal character. Activists
use the term to mean ‘a subject on which a technical knowledge
has been acquired’, a “field of competence

This refers to [topics] which do not concern our main field of
expertise, such as access to land, which is Via Campesina’s
domain. (Activist from the third world debt cancellation
campaign)

A journalist asked me what I thought of trade union positions
on Arcelor. I replied, ‘But on those questions, the unions have the
expertise, not me!” (Activist from Liége)

Alter-globalization has chiefly mobilized economic expertise;
although the entire field of knowledge — from environmental
science and communications to biology — has been harnessed,
particularly on such questions as Genetically Modified Organisms.
There has also been a substantial investment in the field of law,
which activists consider ‘not as a defensive barrier for given situ-
ations, but as a factor of change within an historical process’
(F. Houtart, interview, 2003; see also Habermas, 1997). In
Mexico and Central America, a number of human rights NGOs
have thus expanded beyond their original specialization in politi-
cal rights to encompass ‘Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’
and joined alter-globalization national networks on this basis.’
The Committee for the Abolition of Third World Debt (CATWD,
2004), for its part, perseveres in advancing the demands of the
movement by requiring the implementation of existing interna-
tional law and agreements.

Actors of the way of reason have constructed their credibility
and acquired recognition among the activists’ networks, in public
opinion and with political actors and international institutions,
on the basis of the quality of their expertise: ‘Whether or not
you agree, when you have a document written by the Transnational
Institute, you know it is serious’ (a European expert, interview,
2002). Therefore, ‘from our flyer to our book to our petition,
the requirement for rigour must be permanent’ (ATTAC, 2002:
110). Within the civil society organizations close to this way
of reason, those who take on the role of spokes-people for
the movement base their legitimacy on their expertise:* ‘Many
people said that Benjamin was starting to take up too much
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space. But he’s the one with the expertise. . . .1 don’t mind that
someone who works hard is put in front’ (activist in Liege Social
Forum).

Alter-globalization activists of the way of reason challenge the
monopoly of expertise by international institutions in global gov-
ernance, especially in the area of political economy. Alter-
globalization activists mean to counter IMF or European
Commission experts with their own experts, ‘who are at least as
good as the [European] Commission’s’ (B. Cassen during a talk
in Paris, 2002). While they rely on experts themselves, they con-
sider the influence of experts in global governance to be dispro-
portionate, and highlight the lack of respect for the limits proper
to practices of expertise. They also denounce the fact that many
opinions are issued without the possibility of validation, without
proper consideration for the rules of scientific validity. The trap-
pings of scientific discourse are assumed in order to gain author-
ity in debates which have more to do with ideology than with
science (Sapir, 2002).

Faced with their counterparts in international institutions or
transnational companies, alter-globalization experts claim
popular support as an additional source of legitimacy: ‘Isn’t their
legitimacy expressed by the response of crowds, who regularly
demonstrate in support of their initiatives?’ (R. Passet, Grain de
Sable (ATTAC online newsletter) 415, 8 April 2003). This popular
support is also demonstrated in petitions: with 24 million signa-
tures collected between 1998 and 2000 in 166 countries, the
petition for the cancellation of third world debt gathered the
greatest number of signatures in history.

Spaces of expertise

The production of specific expertise in each issue area is the core
objective of alter-globalization spaces of expertise: groups of
activist—experts, who specialize in relatively precise subjects and
enjoy a certain authority on that question within the movement.
Some groups are devoted to economic measures or to following
international negotiations. Others focus on education, law,
culture, the position of women or migrants. There are different
degrees of such expertise: some groups enjoy international recog-



Expertise for Another World 115

nition while others bring together local activists slightly better
informed than others on a particular question.

The concrete forms assumed by these spaces of expertise vary.
Some are integrated into a larger organization, like ATTAC’s
“Women and globalization’ committee. Others constitute an orga-
nization in their own right, such as Focus on the Global South
or the CATWD. The latter formed in 1990 around Eric Toussaint,
an activist—expert who gradually gained access to the financial
resources necessary to assemble a team around him. Five paid
staff analyse developments on the issue and help to spread aware-
ness of the third world debt problem around the world. Based in
Belgium, the committee developed an international network
throughout Europe, Africa and Latin America, whose activists
have become experts in their own right. E. Toussaint, who,
thanks to the CATWD, has become an alter-globalization globe-
trotter, was also one of the founders of ATTAC-International and
then the World Social Forum. Under his influence and that of the
Jubilee South campaign, the issue of the third world debt has
continuously gained importance within the international net-
works and especially the World Social Forums.

ATTAC (Association for the Taxation of Financial Transactions
for the Aid of Citizens) was initiated in 1998 by a group of French
intellectual-activists who essentially wanted to develop a space of
expertise which could construct an alternative discourse to the
‘one way thinking’ (i.e. neoliberal ideology) they denounced, par-
ticularly in the monthly Le Monde Diplomatique. They were
surprised by the popular success of the organization and by the
creation of local committees; its first president, B. Cassen, even
acknowledging that ‘when ATTAC was created, there was no
thought of local committees’.” More than a space of expertise,
ATTAC rapidly came to embody a model of convergence capable
of bringing together very broad opposition to neoliberal global-
ization in a relatively generalist organization. After three years,
it counted 27,000 members in France and local committees in
about forty countries. The organization dominated the alter-
globalization landscape in France until 2003, when it entered a
gradual decline.® Strong internal conflicts marked the following
years and eventually led to the election of a new leaders’ team
(see chapter 7) in December 2006. ATTAC could never regain its
initial dynamic, however.
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The Mexican Action Network against Free Trade (ReMALC’)
is another example of a space of expertise. Created in 1991 to
oppose the free trade negotiations then taking place between
Mexico, the United States and Canada, it later broadened its field
of action to challenge the neoliberal model of development in
operation in Mexico, proposing, for example, an alternative eco-
nomic programme in 1995. ReMALC then specialized in oppos-
ing trade negotiations at the international level — especially the
Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), but also free trade
agreements between Mexico and the European Union, and the
WTO. Its activities have developed around three central goals.
The first objective is to ‘critically analyse economic and trade
policies’, to propose alternatives and to ‘raise awareness of
Mexicans about these issues’ (interview with a ReMALC spokes-
person, 2003). In this capacity, it is largely dominated by an
affinity group of intellectuals and experts, though other groups
are not without representation. Secondly, before its failure at the
2003 mobilization against the WTO summit in Cancin, ReMALC
acted as a convergence space for the Mexican alter-globalization
movement and contributed to spreading information on the issue
to numerous organizations. In this way, it linked around 100
organizations, including unions, intellectual groups, NGOs,
ecology networks, and peasant and citizen groups. In practice,
delegates of half a dozen organizations take responsibility for the
network and thirty others occasionally take part in meetings
deemed important; the rest are involved only formally. Finally,
one of ReMALC’s main functions is its participation in interna-
tional alter-globalization networks. Closely networked with
similar actors in Canada and the United States (Arroyo et al.,
2002; Massicotte, 2004), ReMALC helped found the Hemispheric
Social Alliance against the FTAA and, as a delegate of this
Alliance, used to be the only Mexican organization in the
International Council of the WSF.

However, most spaces of expertise transcend the limits of
organizations and constitute disparate networks, such as the ori-
entation and steering committees of the campaign against
International Financial Institutions or the ‘Decent Work’ cam-
paign. One of the functions of large organizations and forums is
precisely to encourage meetings and collaborations among experts
specialized in the same fields. For example, fifteen intellectuals
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close to ATTAC met to debate the question of development
(ATTAC, 2004a). The ‘specialized’ seminars and workshops
during the Social Forums are privileged venues permitting such
spaces of expertise to emerge or to be reinforced.

Beyond workshops geared to a general public, the most impor-
tant exchanges take place through more informal conversations
among members of these spaces, who learn to know and appreci-
ate each other. Positions drafted collaboratively and emails sent
analysing recent developments in issues of concern to the network
then become the privileged means of continuing these exchanges.
The European network against transnational corporate lobbies
offers an interesting example. A number of organizations such as
Friends of the Earth and the Corporate Europe Observatory had
worked on this issue for years. Several of their experts collabo-
rated to organize workshops on the topic at the European
Social Forums. At the 2004 ESF in London, the workshop was
followed by a ‘campaign assembly’ whose objective was to orga-
nize ‘actions against the influence of transnational corporations
on the European agenda’. Groups from Scandanavia, Italy and
Catalonia then converged with this network, which originally
comprised a few British and Dutch experts. After discussing the
issues, they assembled the various activities proposed by each
group into a joint calendar — which eventually sparked a collab-
orative dynamic.

Specialization, coordination and competition in civil
society networks

An activist or a single organization can’t develop an accurate
analysis of the full range of questions tackled by alter-globaliza-
tion. Specialization is consequently an essential element of move-
ment efficiency (Wahl, 1997). This is particularly the case for
experts, but is also true of grassroots activists, who must choose
among hundreds of workshops and talks during each Social
Forum: ‘During this forum, I will attend the workshops on water,
privatizations and the WTO’ (a green activist on her arrival in
London for the 2004 ESF).

Once their expertise is recognized within the movement, these
spaces of expertise see their analyses taken up by a broad network



118 Expertise for Another World

of actors and playing a decisive role in the positions and actions
of other organizations. In this way, ATTAC’s local groups par-
ticipated in various protests — related to food security, illegal
migrants or GMOs — without developing their own expertise in
each area, but relying on specialization: ‘For housing, we go to
DAL [Droit au Logement (Housing Rights)]; for GMOs, to the
website of the [Peasant] Confederacy’ (Parisian activist).

Although indispensable to the development of expertise, spe-
cialization of knowledge occurs at the price of fragmentation. The
challenge is thus managing to combine specialization and coor-
dination. In discourses, the urgent need for cooperation is highly
emphasized. In practice, however, spaces of expertise compete
over subject areas without always being able to converge or merge
(Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Dumoulin, 2003). The creation of new
groups of experts, along with new organizations, progressive
expansion of the field of competence claimed by a group of
researcher-activists, divergent positions or personal interests of
leaders can all help to generate overlap or even encroachment into
spaces of expertise. In this way the explosive arrival of ATTAC
on the scene challenged the Parisian expert NGO Observatoire
de la Mondialisation in its areas of expertise and eventually led
to its dissolution. In most cases, relations between groups of
experts working on the same issue are characterized by a mixture
of partnership and competition. This is the case, for example,
between the international networks of CATWD and Jubilee
South. Both specialized in the third world debt issue and with a
largely common approach, the two spaces of expertise neverthe-
less maintain some distance in order to justify their respective
existence. Although Jubilee South is far bigger, the CATWD
insisted on developing its own international network in Africa.
This ‘competition’ does not prevent them from occasionally col-
laborating, however; for example, they co-organize a part of their
workshops at each World Social Forum.

Functions of spaces of expertise
The essential role that spaces of expertise play in the way of

reason can be resolved into six principal functions. The first
consists of analysing policies and current debates in a precise
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area. Spaces of expertise follow the most recent developments in
their subject-area and ‘monitor’ international institutions (an
anti-WTO network expert, 2002). In some cases, this leads to
their also having a function of ‘alert’ and orientation of public
debate: ‘if debate does not occur spontaneously on these issues,
it is up to ATTAC activists to provoke it’ (B. Cassen, 19 January
2002). Informed about recent progress in political negotiations,
spaces of expertise are best placed to judge the most opportune
timing for bigger mobilizations in civil society networks: ‘the
Collective for the defence of illegal migrants has expertise in
this area, so when it says that we really need to protest, we
follow. And it is its discourse which counts on this issue’ (Liege
activist). Spaces of expertise also bring to light negotiations
which are taking place and expose information which often
remains confidential. The ‘Dracula strategy’ — ‘drag the WTO
negotiation into the light of day and it will wither and die’
(Observatoire de la mondialisation, 1998; see also George, 2004:
197) — has proven particularly effective during negotiations of
the Multilateral Agreement on Investment. By mediatizing these
hidden processes, spaces of expertise reinforce democracy and
participate in an alert system equipped with ‘antennas highly
sensitive to society’s problems’, which is the core mission of civil
society (Habermas, 1989) and counter-power actors (Rosanvallon,
2006).

Their next function is to construct ‘rational’ theoretical alter-
natives and show the relevance and feasability of these alterna-
tives, in order to prove that it is possible to act, and that rational
and coherent measures can be taken. This labour of expertise
allows, at least in theory, the definition of relatively precise and
measurable objectives, in contrast to the often simple utopian
ideas promoted by some alter-globalization actors, particularly
those of the way of subjectivity: ‘more time must be spent making
measurable and operational proposals than throwing out slogans’
(a leader of ATTAC-France, WSF 2004).

Alter-globalization experts must also arouse indignation; for
example, by using data to illustrate world suffering. Activists of
the way of reason get mobilized by learning that a child dies every
15 seconds due to lack of access to drinking water (Petrella,"
2001). Spaces of expertise also play an important role in the area
of popular education. Alter-globalization experts hold numerous
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lectures and training sessions in order to share their knowledge
with the greatest number of people. The Transnational Institute,
ATTAC and Friends of the Earth developed their action in this
perspective. Social Forums also assume this function; they resem-
ble vast campuses in which each room is taken over by a studious
public, ‘eager to know and to understand’ (ATTAC, 2000a: 14).
While alter-globalization expertise often seems to address policy
makers, one of its major purposes is to teach and convince the
movement’s own activists, which is important for two main
reasons. Active citizenship — which is at the heart of the alter-
globalization movement’s way of reason — requires a certain
knowledge, whether on technical issues about political economy
and finance or on how to manage a city. In addition, the strong
individuation (Ion, 1997; McDonald, 2006) of political involve-
ment within the alter-globalization movement redoubles the
importance of convincing each activist, through well-founded
argument, of the relevance and feasibility of the advocated
position.

Finally, alter-globalization experts are often chosen to con-
front opposing experts and to convince policy makers on the
basis of a ‘rational analysis of the situation’. As the president of
ATTAC-Liege (interview, 2003) explained, ‘The second main role
of the organization [the first being ‘education and self-education’]
is to put pressure on the policy world. So we define ourselves a
little like a counter-lobby. Given that there is such proximity
between the policy makers and the financial or industrial lobby,
particularly at the European level, we need to take up the role of
counter-lobby.’

Convincing policy makers is in fact one of the primary tasks
for activists of the way of reason. With the proliferation of inter-
national bodies and negotiations, new spaces have opened for
(counter-)lobbying activities, in which international NGOs and
other alter-globalization actors have invested, though to a much
lesser extent than transnational corporations. This can go as far
as editing texts in collaboration with governments of the global
south or the participation of alter-globalization experts in delega-
tions from such countries as India or Malaysia to the WTO
ministerial at Canctn. But also, at the local level, activists ‘send
[their] analyses to those politicians who want it; analyses which
are generally extremely reliable, credible and convincing’ (ATTAC
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activist). This work is all the more important because, as
even the French Senate acknowledges, ‘France is experiencing
a lack of independent counter-expertise in areas as crucial as
taxation policy, macro-economic analysis, social policy, and
education.”

Alter-globalization ‘counter-lobbying’ is not, however, without
its contradictions: it opposes the growing impact of lobbying by
transnational companies and economic interests,'* while attempt-
ing to develop its own lobbying capacity. It is nevertheless to be
distinguished from other lobbying efforts — notably those carried
out by corporations and NGOs — by the mass mobilizations
which support it. The latter reinforce the positions put forward
by experts, whose task it is to transform the claims and aspira-
tions expressed by protesters into concrete technical proposals.
The alter-globalization marches around international summits
clearly share classical advocacy objectives: to influence political
decision-makers. R. Passet even writes about ‘lobbying by the
people, carried out in the streets’ (Grain de Sable 415, 8 April
2003). Alter-globalization activists’ efforts to exert political pres-
sure rely on a rather traditional repertoire (Tilly, 1986, 2004)
which includes demonstrations, petitions, and more direct chal-
lenges to elected representatives: ‘“We write letters to representa-
tives or, when we meet them, we question them directly’ (ATTAC
activist). But activists also draw on more recent innovations such
as symbolic actions directed at the media.

Information and popular education

In the information society, ‘the critical resources are individual
and collective capacity to learning and training’ (Willke, 1998:
29). The primary purpose of many organizations is thus to endow
their members with the tools necessary to understand the world
in ways which escape the hold of the dominant neoliberal ideol-
ogy and to provide them with the means to debate political
trends, especially in the areas of economics and finance. Learning
— which is based on experience in the way of subjectivity — is
in this context essentially a matter of the diffusion of expert
knowledge through lectures and popular works. As the packed
rooms of the Social Forums and the ATTAC universities indicate,
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activists of this way of reason possess a great thirst to learn and
understand. A local ATTAC chapter is, above all, ‘a group of
people in a process of learning’; to be a member of the network
against the debt means to ‘inform oneself on the issue of debt,
reading documents . ..” (interview with a French activist).

The counter-power of the way of reason draws its strength
from the support of public opinion resulting from media exposure
of decisions, negotiations and facts considered unacceptable. As
U. Beck (2005: 442) outlines, power ‘is founded on the way in
which facts are systematically passed over in silence and denied
by leaders — of states as well as big groups’. In a second phase,
alter-globalization activists then establish their counter-expertise,
broadcast through the newsletters of each organization.

Participation cannot be disassociated from information, which
constitutes an essential precondition. These alter-globalization
activists consequently consider information and reliable media
as key elements of democracy. The creation of media empires
in the hands of a few wealthy financiers and industrialists
with links to economic and political power (Klinenberg, 2007)
greatly concerns alter-globalization activists. Silvio Berlusconi,
Rupert Murdoch and Fox News figure among the activists’ main
targets. The acquisition of Le Figaro by a rich French arms
manufacturer reopened the debate in France in 2004. Media bias
in the coverage of the early stages of the Iraq war was also
roundly denounced. Alter-globalization activists considered ‘dis-
information strategies’"’ the root of American public support for
the war on Iraq: ‘“They are ill-informed. They believe that Israel
is occupied by the Palestinians, know nothing of the bombing
of Sudan or the sanctions on Iraq’ (S. George, during a confer-
ence, 2002).

Through popular education, alter-globalization organizations
seek to encourage ‘a shift in mindset’, ‘a necessary detoxification
after two decades of neoliberal brainwashing’ (ATTAC, 2000a:
14). Through alternative media, lectures and various gatherings,
popular education attempts to reinforce the autonomy of citizens
and their capacity to analyse and counter ‘the hegemony of neo-
liberal thought [which] is exercised through the media’ (French
activist). The spread of alternative information and analyses is
thus a crucial task of alter-globalization networks. It takes place
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through diverse channels: alternative newspapers and maga-
zines,' reading and reflection groups, colloquiums, books, films,
online magazines, information bulletins,” etc. The internet con-
stitutes an extraordinary tool on which activists rely. The Grain
de Sable (Grain of Sand), ATTAC’s online, twice-weekly maga-
zine used to reach over 50,000 activists in France and was pub-
lished in several countries and six languages.'® Many politically
engaged retired people have taken up computing in order to ‘be
able to follow the movement’. Various more entertaining activities
are organized in an attempt to disseminate the issues to a broader
public. For activists of ATTAC, the alter-globalization festive
parade in Liege, an activist, festive procession through the city’s
streets, is not seen as a space to express one’s subjectivity but as
an opportunity to ‘approach people on the sidewalks. It is a time
of information for all citizens’ (General Assembly of ATTAC-
Liege, 2003).

The ambivalence of expertise
Expertise and participation

While experience cannot be delegated, the construction of solid,
scientific arguments which embody expertise requires a certain
specialization and hence a delegation.'” Therein resides a major
difference between the two paths of alter-globalization. No activ-
ist can be an expert in the entire range of issues tackled by the
alter-globalization movement. Activists are consequently obliged
to base their judgement on the expertise of others. Expertise thus
implies a certain number of ‘black boxes™ ‘we are prepared to
trust specialists on a range of matters and to regard as true all
kinds of statements which we cannot submit to critical analysis
because we lack the time and the necessary cognitive skills’
(Boudon, 1989 [1986]: 116; 1998). Here a fundamental tension
surfaces between two core elements of the way of reason: the
active participation of citizens in decision-making and a neces-
sary delegation to experts. Alter-globalization activists have
rebelled against the ‘domination by international experts’ as
anti-democratic, and denounced the delegation of choice in the
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areas of political economy and trade to experts working for inter-
national institutions — but, at the same time, they are forced to
rely on experts themselves.'

For alter-globalization activists, to become familiarized with
alternative expertise is a way to become an actor in the global
age. While the discourse is often heavily economic, the objective
is clearly political: ‘to reappropriate together the future of the
world’ (ATTAC founding platform subtitle); ‘to ensure that citi-
zens recover an influence over decisions which affect their lives’
(Parisian activist). Expertise is then considered to be an instru-
ment on which a reinforced and more active citizenship and a
more democratic governance can rely. The words of a Dutch
expert from the Corporate Europe Observatory are particularly
explicit in this respect:

Our idea of democracy is very important. Citizen participation is
a basic idea of democracy. Of course we can try to do it by trying
to be an expert and trying to do this type of work, and of course
we also do it. But I think that it is very important to bring this
debate into the public at large. And that’s why we write articles
in the newspapers, and so on. And we try to expand the debate
so that people understand that there is a problem here, that the
political power of transnational corporations is a problem. Because
if we leave it only to the experts, we might be capable of success,
but it would not be based on broad support. I think that in a
democracy . .. first off, it is very important to have these types of
discussions, these types of debates, and it is a bit the objective of
the Social Forums on the whole: political debates . .. Our goal is
to oppose the power of multinationals. Why? Because we want a
better functioning democratic system, particularly one with more
participation. (interview, ESF, 2004)

The alter-globalization movement aims to make ‘the economic
and financial mechanisms that are presented to us as domains
reserved for “experts”’ (ATTAC, 2002: 31) accessible to citizens.
This was a major significance of the events of Seattle: the WTO
is not only a matter of experts. Thousands of ‘ordinary citizens’
seized hold of the debate and made their voices heard, challenging
the influence of experts in their elaboration. Alter-globalization
thus decisively positions itself as an anti-technocratic movement,
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agitating in favour of an expansion of democracy though greater
citizen participation. It is the ‘first global social movement against
public technocracies which are denounced as complicit with busi-
ness’ (E. Cohen,” 2001: 95).

The objective is not to transform each member of ATTAC into
a Tobin-Spahn tax expert, versed in the technical detail which
would allow its implementation. Rather, popular education aims
chiefly to provide each citizen with the elements necessary to
grasp what is at stake in policy measures and political negotia-
tions in order to be able to position themselves in the debate. The
activist seeks to ‘equip herself with the expertise necessary to
evaluate the meaning and significance of a measure’ (Cassen in
ATTAC, 2000a: 15). Activists of this way thus endeavour to
constitute themselves as personal subjects, capable of forming
opinions with a full knowledge of the facts and deciding when to
mobilize: ‘People no longer allow themselves to be carried along
by slogans. ... They want to understand for themselves, to be
able to reflect themselves’ (a Parisian union official, very active
in alter-globalization networks, 2001). The importance of indi-
viduation® and the autonomy of activists increases the signifi-
cance of education. The objective of alter-globalization popular
education is consequently ‘not primarily about transmitting
knowledge to people who don’t have it, nor about dispensing
formulas or tools to people who will absorb them like blotting
paper. It is about allowing each person to act by herself, to recover
the quality of free subject (as opposed to object or “the public”),
and to act with others, in solidarity. It is to promote the emanci-
pation of people’ (D. Minot, ATTAC Summer University, 2004).

Alter-globalization activists are not the first to have recourse
to expertise. Since the 1980s, environmental NGOs have relied
heavily on scientific analysis in their awareness-raising and
advocacy campaigns. However, what is unique about alter-
globalization is the alliance of expertise and active participation
by a great number of citizens. While the vast majority of members
of NGOs like Greenpeace limit their participation to an annual
donation, delegating action, the construction of expertise and
lobbying to a few professional activists, the alter-globalization
movement encourages the active participation of all its members
in the debates. Through broad distribution of knowledge and
expertise, the distance between experts and ‘ordinary citizens’ is
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limited. Once involved in the movement, some activists rapidly
become experts on some issues, to the point of gaining recogni-
tion in the field. Identifying himself in 1999 as ‘an ordinary
citizen interested in these issues’, two years later Arnaud Zacharie
had become one of the foremost alter-globalization experts in
Belgium.

Diversions of expertise

While they can be complementary, the logic of expertise and the
logic of participation can also enter into tension and opposition.
Participation by the greatest number and the elaborating process
of a careful expertise are not always in happy harmony: ‘Ultra-
democratization sometimes leads to things . . . The scientific com-
mittee of ATTAC [Wallonia-Brussels] drafted a document and
circulated it to everyone and to ATTAC-Liege, everyone made a
critique. And the committee and its experts who worked weeks
on the document had to deal with critiques from the man on the
street’ (Liége activist, 2003). On the contrary, when the logic of
expertise begins to prevail over that of participation, the mecha-
nism at the heart of the way of reason inverts and the movement
comes to reinforce technocracy rather than fight it. It reproduces
within itself a pattern of domination by a few experts which it
denounces in international institutions: the grassroots activists’
will to become actors is thwarted by the experts, who consign
them to a passive role and come increasingly to limit their politi-
cal involvement, to the detriment of democratic practices. The
paradoxical result is to suffocate the subject that alter-globaliza-
tion has brought into being.

The diversion of expertise thus consists of overextending a
logic which is essential to the functioning of the movement (exper-
tise) to the point of dissociating it entirely from the perspective
of the initial purpose of the movement (to increase citizens’ par-
ticipation): ‘Rather than being at the service of the actors, rational
knowledge becomes the heart and engine of their political engage-
ment’ (Wieviorka, 2003: 47). Intellectual elites then occupy the
centre of the movement, and are more and more separated from
grassroots activists, particularly through a process of institution-
alization of the movement’s organizations and the installation of



Expertise for Another World 127

intellectuals as spokes-people for alter-globalization. As we will
see in the following chapter, this technocratic diversion contrib-
utes to the development of a cosmopolitan activist elite, in close
contact with political and international governance actors but
distant from its base, at times even adopting an elitist vanguard’s
logic.

Alter-globalization is thus transformed into an intellectual
pressure group, focusing more on counter-expertise than popular
education, and on experts more than citizens. This diversion of
expertise also tends to promote an institutionalization of the
movement and to dissolve its conflictual nature: close relations
between alter-globalization experts and their adversaries encour-
age integration into the institutional sphere and the institutional-
ization of some civil society actors as part of a ‘taming process’
(Kaldor, 2003).

“The danger of being overwhelmed by NGOs’

The diversion of expertise offers an insight into certain attitudes
which might otherwise appear paradoxical, such as a suspicion
of NGOs on the part of activists who are themselves the heads
of NGOs or similar organizations. Many grassroots networks
insist on the ‘huge difference between NGOs and grassroots
struggles’ (an activist of the ‘No Vox’ network, 2003). Such criti-
cisms are more surprising when they are taken up by the leaders
of several small but committed organizations, who fear ‘that the
movement could be overwhelmed by NGOs that may share
similar preoccupations but are not directly linked to social strug-
gles’. Surprisingly, these words, spoken at the 2003 WSF, are
those of Frangois Houtart, a long-time activist and leader of the
“Tricontinental Centre’, an activist research centre organized
around a well-known expert, possessing an extremely tiny social
base, and relying on donations and grants from the Belgian state
to fund its activities. It clearly resembles the impugned NGOs in
many aspects. Yet the opinions of F. Houtart are echoed not only
by numerous activists but also by heads of major NGOs.
Questioned on this issue in 2002, S. De Clerck, director of
Oxfam-solidarity Belgium, developed arguments in the same
direction. Similar statements were made in Mexico, where NGOs
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had more influence on the alter-globalization movement than
‘mass organizations’. A leader of SERAPAZ, a peace and human
rights NGO which leads a civil society network against neoliberal
policies, explained the ‘necessity of rethinking the concept of civil
society starting from social movements. . . . The social movement
demands its sovereignty, its capacity to take the initiative in the
face of political parties and NGOs. We at SERAPAZ are very
attentive to this phenomenon.’ (interview in Mexico City, 2003).

These warnings by NGO leaders about the dangers of NGOs
assuming a disproportionate influence over the alter-globaliza-
tion movement do not refer to NGOs as concrete actors nor to
the form and structure of NGOs, which they have adopted in
their own organizations. F. Houtart, S. De Clerck and the leader
of SERAPAZ are in fact addressing the diversion of expertise
evident in some NGOs which display certain symptoms — most
palpably, technocracy; hyper-mobile leaders disconnected from
social bases; and institutionalization. While their mode of orga-
nizing, resources and efficiency make some global civil society
organizations generally better placed to respond to needs linked
to a degree of institutionalization of the movement organizations,
numerous alter-globalization activists decry their lack of commit-
ment to social conflicts, considered to reflect an apolitical stance
adopted by NGOs and humanitarian networks (Kaldor, 2003).
The institutionalization of movement organizations, the privi-
leged place assumed by experts, and lack of grassroots member-
ship together encourage a retreat from the anti-establishment pole
of the movement and from grassroots social struggles.

Conclusion

The way of reason of the alter-globalization movement relies on
expertise to encourage the emergence of an active citizenship in
the global age and the formation of social actors who are both
autonomous and engaged in public debate. Expertise and democ-
ratization can mutually reinforce each other: experts share their
knowledge with citizen-activists and benefit in return from the
legitimacy of a social base and the influence of numbers as well
as expertise. However, the logic of participation and that of
expertise can also enter into tension and subject actors of this
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way of reason to different and even conflicting imperatives.
Expertise by itself can lead to the privileging of efficiency over
participation. Experts can quickly become disconnected from
local activists and even coopted by political parties or interna-
tional institutions with whom they share this valorization of
expertise. An inverted figure of the movement then reinforces
technocracy — the power of experts over society — rather than
combating it. In the reality of organizations and events of the way
of reason, these two aspects often play out side by side: tendencies
which lead to the diversions of expertise, and others which con-
stantly reinforce the moorings of ‘active citizen’, participation and
empowerment of the greatest number. The relationship between
‘citizens’, grassroots activists of the movement, and their leaders,
whether experts or intellectuals, thus proves to be of central
importance. This will be the focus of the following chapter.



6

Citizens, Experts
and Intellectuals

Introduction

The defining feature of the way of reason of alter-globalization
is the partnership of committed experts and citizens in projects
aimed at encouraging a more active citizenship, requiring a
certain knowledge, especially in the area of political economy. As
an expert from a network against the WTO explained in an
interview in 2001,

there was something new in the fight against the MAI, and then
in the mobilization in Seattle: experts, researchers, intellectuals
found themselves with trade unionists and activist groups, radical
networks. It is the first time. In fact, we see researchers becoming
activists, and ATTAC is to some extent the proof of this; but also
activists who become researchers, and this has a huge impact on
mobilization.

Indeed, ATTAC strongly embodies this tendency of the alter-
globalization movement, particularly in France, where it had
its beginnings. Providing an overview of the purposes of ATTAC,
its president and founder claimed ‘to have leapt over the symbolic
barriers between the “ivory tower” and the “ground” by system-
atically mixing scholars, researchers, trade unionists engaged
in struggles, activists from various backgrounds and ordinary



Citizens, Experts and Intellectuals 131

citizens’ (ATTAC, 2000a: 15). The experts and intellectuals who
founded alter-globalization organizations and events were sur-
prised and overwhelmed by the ‘citizen dynamics’. This was
particularly the case with the hundreds of local committees of
ATTAC whose emergence had not been foreseen by the intellectu-
als who founded the organization. In the same way, the World
Social Forums, conceived and organized by and for progressive
scholars, were flooded by thousands of activists coming from very
diverse struggles.

A citizen movement
Citizens in the way of reason

The way of reason is not limited to intellectuals and experts. It
is also shared by thousands of ‘ordinary citizens” who attach a
strong importance to learning in their activism. They believe that
more active citizenship and the advent of a fairer world require
a knowledge of some technical, abstract issues — particularly in
the area of economics — which would allow them to grasp the
issues, sustain debate and throw the Washington Consensus into
question.

Diverse activities correspond to different levels of expertise
which activists may have attained; while discussions with national
political authorities are reserved for a few experts, giving a lecture
on a specific theme to a local ATTAC group is within reach of
many others. Hundreds specialize in a specific issue area, gradu-
ally becoming ‘experts’ in their own right — the objective then
being to share their knowledge with other activists. The goal is
for each activist to have sufficient knowledge on alter-globaliza-
tion issues for them to be able to talk in their own circles, ‘to
debate with their neighbour or in their workplace’ (activist from
ATTAC-France).

In contrast to the way of subjectivity, to practise the way of
reason and acquire knowledge on often highly technical issues
requires certain resources, particularly in cultural capital.
Statistical research has demonstrated that, in western societies,
the majority of people who are politically engaged come precisely
from the middle class with higher cultural capital (Bekkers, 2001).
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Organizations involved in the way of reason are no exception to
this rule. In many countries, and particularly in France, ATTAC
thus has the reputation of being an ‘organization of intellectuals’.
This is in fact confirmed by various studies.' In 2002, 71 per cent
of ATTAC-France members had a graduate degree (Cours-Salies,
2002). Teachers represented almost a quarter of its activists (23
per cent). Indeed, one of the organization’s leaders estimated that
‘at ATTAC, the average activist is a high school economics
teacher’. Conversely, only 3 per cent of its members were from
the working class, and ATTAC members who didn’t have a uni-
versity degree were quite rare (Cours-Salie, 2002).

Despite declared intent and the presence of five organizations
representing the most insecure sectors of society (illegal migrants,
unemployed workers and people living in bad housing) among
the founders of the organization, ATTAC has never really
managed to integrate working-class milieux. Certain limits to
alter-globalization’s ‘popular’ education are apparent: “There is,
in my opinion, a problem due to the way our texts are drafted.
No matter how hard we try, at times, to vulgarise, it’s a big chal-
lenge given the subjects we tackle, they are quite complicated
issues as well... (an activist from ATTAC, 2004). The gulf
between those who frequent working-class milieux and activists
of the intellectual middle class (Bourdieu, 1984 [1979]) leads to
numerous misunderstandings. A dynamic group of women activ-
ists from ATTAC-Liege regularly went to outdoor markets in the
region in order to raise awareness about alter-globalization issues
outside the usual circles. At the opening of ‘La Batte’, the big
Sunday market in Liege, they unfurled a banner reading ‘No to
the dictatorship of the market!” Surprised by their relative lack of
success, they were finally accosted by passers-by who thought
that they wanted to close La Batte market.

Citizenship at the heart of alter-globalization identity

The term ‘citizen’ is now omnipresent in documents and inter-
views with actors of the way of reason, particularly among those
whose first political involvement was alter-globalization. Many
alter-globalization organizations use the term in the name of their
group — such as ATTAC or the French Citizen Coordination for
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the Control of the WTO. The reinstatement of citizenship is at
the core of the identity of and alternatives proposed by these
actors of the way of reason: ‘Today, it is “Citizens of the world,
unite!” (activist from ATTAC-Liege).

Excepting labour unions and peasant organizations, individu-
als in the alter-globalization movement do not mobilize on the
basis of a worker identity. Citizenship thus offers a new point
of reference.” Sufficiently abstract and vague to unite beyond
the internal diversity of activists of the way of reason, the figure
of the citizen proves at once more universal and more individual-
ized than the categories offered by movements of industrial
society.

Like ‘activist’ in the way of subjectivity, the choice of the term
‘citizen’ rather than ‘militant’ by numerous actors of the way of
reason aims at creating a distinction from traditional forms of
political participation deemed corporatist, partisan or ideologi-
cal. Many alter-globalization activists maintain that, unlike ‘wili-
tants [who] mobilize chiefly to defend their personal interests or
their jobs’, citizens ‘are not corrupted by the system and appara-
tus’ of traditional movements. To a young leader of ATTAC-
Liege, ‘being a citizen implies that you have the interests of a
citizen and you must defend them’. In interviews and activist
speeches, the reference to citizenship is almost systematically
linked to the emergence of new forms of political engagement and
a questioning of ‘traditional’ forms of activism often associated
with the predominance of large trade unions, the centrality of
labour relations tied to companies, the nation-state as the context
for struggle and negotiation, and privileged relations with leftist
political parties (Wieviorka, 2005).

The reference to citizenship also throws into question the
image of the career activist and her dependence on an organiza-
tion. The ‘citizen’ is placed in the public sphere with minimal
mediation; organizations are essentially considered to be instru-
ments, places to seek information and resources necessary for
citizenship. The term ‘ordinary citizen’ expresses this indepen-
dence and distance from any organization whatsoever. It is often
used during introductory go-rounds at the beginning of meetings
and in some interviews: ‘I was obviously there as an ordinary
citizen, so I didn’t represent any movement organization. So I am
one of those people who maybe would never have been active and
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would never have been politicized if ATTAC hadn’t existed’
(ATTAC activist).

In the interviews, citizen was also used frequently in contrast
with politician. Thus, those who are involved in the new organi-
zations consider themselves to be ‘citizens who are completely fed
up with [traditional] politics. They are arriving without ideologi-
cal bias’ (interview, 2004). The ambiguity of relations with politi-
cal parties can be traced to this will of alter-globalization activists
to combine involvement in the public sphere with a certain rejec-
tion of traditional politics. The concept of citizen embodies this
double-intent. While distinct from an engagement in a political
party, the reinstatement of citizenship was, in the first place, a
response to political apathy. For alter-globalization activists, the
‘big problem is that the man in the street is no longer interested
in what will change his life. But for us the democratic debate is
fundamental’ (GA of ATTAC-Liege, 4 June 2003). In activist
discourses, the idea of citizen reflects, ‘people who have nothing
in particular [but who,] after having abandoned the public sphere
to the sole care of career activists and politicians, suddenly wake
up to the catastrophes that are happening to them’ (an organizer
with the CATWD); ‘It is a citizen movement which becomes
conscious of the problems and says, “Things must change and
we, citizens, we have something to say about it”” (an ATTAC
activist, 2000).

As evoked in activist texts and discourse, the notion of ‘citizen’
does not refer to membership in a particular political community
nor to the national context traditionally associated with the notion
of citizenship. Frequently urban, individualized and produced by
a rather intellectual middle class, most activists often have little
attachment to cultural or national identities. The challenge facing
alter-globalization activists is how to advance citizenship at the
same level of global integration as that of economic actors, while
no international institution is presently capable of promoting and
providing a framework for citizenship at this level. The situation
appears somewhat different in a region like Catalonia or in Latin
American countries, where the national context has a much
greater influence on movements. Starting a week of primary
school in the Zapatista communities or a general assembly at the
anti-neoliberal organization ‘El Barzon’ in Monterrey is unthink-
able without the Mexican national anthem. The reinforcement of
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active citizenship was seen as a fundamental element of national
transition to democracy by Mexican activists.

Citizens of the way of reason distinguish themselves from
activists of the way of subjectivity in that they assign a central
place to institutions (see chapters 7 and 9). However, rather than
the idea of a social contract between citizen and state which gives
rise to rights and duties, alter-globalization activists hold a view
of citizenship in which each person can take a more active part
in democratic life. Thus, citizenship primarily plays out on the
register of active participation and conflict with the state (Giddens,
2000; Habermas, 1989; Rosanvallon, 2006). We move from the
perspective of the citizen subject of a state to a view of the state
as an instrument of citizenship. The call to a new citizenship came
to crystallize a re-enchantment of the political and of political
engagement which takes place through a greater individuation.

Committed intellectuals

Intellectuals as entrepreneurs of the
alter-globalization movement

Intellectuals and experts hold a privileged place within the way
of reason of the alter-globalization movement. Their role was
crucial in the initial stages of the movement, during which their
work helped to arouse the indignation of citizens over the
consequences of Washington Consensus policies. Building and
internationalizing the new movement relied largely on the prestige
and fame of committed intellectuals, on their legitimacy as
experts in their fields and on their international affinity networks.
Since its foundation in 1994, the International Forum on
Globalization has played a leading role in South Asia and North
America. It defines itself as an alliance of ‘leading activists, econ-
omists, scholars, and researchers providing analysis and critiques
on the cultural, social, political, and environmental impacts of
economic globalization’ (www.ifg.org/about.htm, accessed 1 June
2010). Among its distinguished members figure Maud Barlow
from the Council of Canadians, Vandana Shiva from the Indian
Research Foundation for Science, Technology and Ecology,
Walden Bello from the Bangkok-based Focus on the Global South,
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Lori Wallach (USA) from Global Trade Watch and Martin Khor
(USA) from the Third World Network. In France, the popularity
of alter-globalization owes a lot to intellectuals such as Susan
George and Bernard Cassen.

Hundreds of intellectuals built the movement around the
world, sharing the conviction to represent ‘true public opinion
and to be the best interpreters of general causes’ (Charle, 2001).
They are thus dominant in a large number of alter-globalization
organizations of the way of reason. ATTAC, the Committee for
the Abolition of the Third World Debt, Global Trade Watch, the
Mexican Action Network against Free Trade, the Continental
Alliance against the Americas Free Trade Area and Focus on the
Global South were all founded by intellectuals and scholar activ-
ists. This was also the case for some major alter-globalization
events, including the World Social Forum and several national
forums. In Austria and Russia, the national Social Forums started
in a university research centre which remained their dominant
actor for years.

Intellectuals have been defined as ‘a special category of people
who defended political positions based on arguments of social
authority, i.e. their competence as thinkers, historians, scientists,
professors, writers, or artists’ (Charle, 2001: 7628). Through
their work, they acquired certain values (reference to truth, uni-
versalist values, criteria of validity), methods of thought, tools
and the discipline (Weber, 1963 [1919]: 111; also Maclean,
Montefiore & Winch, 1990; Cardon & Granjon, 2003) to form
wise judgements. The numerous, cultivated alter-globalization
public, moreover, created an interesting ‘market’ able to provide
these intellectuals with recognition and a certain legitimacy, as
well as to guide some intellectual projects (Boudon, 2004).° Since
knowledge is highly valued by the way of reason, it is hardly
surprising to discover a large number of intellectuals among alter-
globalization actors.

It was after they had gained recognition for the quality of their
analyses in relatively precise fields (within the logic of expertise)
that figures such as B. Cassen (geopolitics; American culture),
E. Toussaint (specialist in the issue of third world debt) and
L. Wallach (legal expert and economist) became involved as intel-
lectuals and organizers of the movement. This did not lead
them to abandon the production and dissemination of expert
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knowledge. During the two days we spent following Eric Toussaint
at the 2004 World Social Forum, he moved back and forth
between the role of expert, presenting specific aspects of the third
world debt issue, and that of entrepreneur of alter-globalization
mobilization, in his capacity either as head of the international
CATWD network during internal meetings, or as an active
member of the International Council of the WSF.

Two generations of activists

Many alter-globalization experts and intellectuals are long-time
activists, having accompanied protest movements for decades.
Several made the transition from anti-colonial third world soli-
darity to alter-globalization, while retaining a Marxist bent or
their roots in dependence theories. They generally read the alter-
globalization movement in the line of their previous struggles.
Some, such as the Argentinian James Petras (2000: 57), even
consider it to be a ‘movement which has taken up and developed
Marxism in new circumstances, adapting it to new class actors
and using it in new types of struggle’.

However, a new generation of experts and intellectuals also
emerged with alter-globalization. Often in their thirties, they
challenge civil society cleavages forged in past struggles. More
pragmatic and less ideological, this new generation relies on con-
stantly tracking developments in global economics and trade
negotiations. At times disputes erupt between the two genera-
tions, some of the oldest fearing a ‘drift towards social democ-
racy’ by their younger fellows, who, for their part, do their best
to differentiate themselves from a Marxism they deem ‘out-
moded” ‘I personally did everything in my power to absolutely
avoid all the old Marxists in this journal issue’ (interviews with
two activists from the same small alter-globalization research
centre). Nevertheless, new and old experts generally collaborate;
the youngest can thus benefit from the networks established by
their elders, while the latter support the revival inspired by the
new generation, although without always really grasping it: ‘I
really don’t know how to describe what is new in ATTAC, but
Arnaud [Zacharie] can tell you. He won’t say it like that, but
everything he will tell you is new’ (interview, 2000).
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The trajectories of Bernard Cassen, Lori Wallach and Arnaud
Zacharie well illustrate different types of alter-globalization intel-
lectuals and experts. Born in 1937, Bernard Cassen obtained a
Masters degree (aggrégation) in English at the Ecole Normale
Supérieure in Paris. Teaching at the Sorbonne, he participated in
the founding of the University of Paris-VIII in 1968, where he
taught until 2000. He began a parallel career in journalism,
which brought him to the monthly Le Monde Diplomatique from
1973 and saw him become one of its directors in 1996. Meanwhile,
he played a role in the Mitterrand administration between 1981
and 1985 as the director of the inter-ministerial mission of sci-
entific and technical information. Close to the former French
minister J. P. Cheveénement, Cassen is a republican intellectual
with sovereigntist leanings. He follows a more political line than
most alter-globalization activists and always expressed his keen
support for Latin American progressive regimes. He played a
defining role in the creation of ATTAC in 1998. His commitment
to popular education was apparent from the beginning of the
1970s and led him to give this orientation to ATTAC: “We don’t
want to see people parading in the streets without really knowing
why.” The statutes of ATTAC-France and its highly centralized
and hierarchical structure also bear his mark. Acting president
between 1998 and 2002, he later placed J. Nikonoff at the head
of ATTAC, maintaining a very strong influence in the organiza-
tion himself as honorary president and with the mandate for
international relations. Notably, he was deeply involved in the
campaign against the Treaty establishing a Constitution for
Europe in 2005. Cassen was also among the founders of the
World Social Forum (Cassen, 2003) and exercised a major influ-
ence over its development, as well as within the International
Council, until the end of 2006. ATTAC’s internal elections fraud
in June 2006 led to a strong victory by the opposing team in a
new election held in December 2006. There were unquestionably
hard blows for Cassen. Far from resigning himself, he and
J. Nikonoff founded the opposition ‘Avenir ’ATTAC’ (‘Future of
ATTAC’) which continues to develop his line of thought, chal-
lenging the newly elected leadership.

Lori Wallach was born in 1964. A Harvard-trained lawyer,
expert in international law and economics, she has devoted her
skills to fighting against the liberalization of international trade
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and for fairer trade which respects the environment, labour and
agriculture. She was first involved in Ralph Nader’s Public
Citizens, then, in 1995, became head of Global Trade Watch,
an alter-globalization think tank. In 1997 and 1998, she contrib-
uted to blocking a ‘fast track’ procedure which would have per-
mitted the US president to have international trade agreements
adopted more rapidly and practically without debate by Congress.
Involved in different international networks of alter-globalization
experts, including the International Forum on Globalization, she
contributed to the derailing of the Multilateral Agreement on
Investment in 1998 and of the Free Trade Area of the Americas
project. In 1999, her organization also played an important role
around the ‘Millennium Round’ of WTO negotiations in Seattle.
Lori Wallach, moreover, specializes in analysing and following
negotiations of sector privatization and deregulation within the
WTO, an organization that she believes is currently close to a
‘terminal crisis’. Wallach has played an important role in foster-
ing the growing debate about globalization and trade liberaliza-
tion. Her writings on the ravages of globalization and on the
WTO have become reference points. Her work has had significant
national and international echoes. Recognized for the quality of
her expertise and the relevance of her analyses, Lori Wallach has
often appeared in the media and has testified before more than
twenty US congressional committees as well as in the European
Union Parliament and several foreign Parliaments. She rejects the
global standardization implied by current international norms
and proposes, instead, that the people should participate in the
elaboration of international trade rules and overall decision-
making. In this way, she strives to rehabilitate the full exercise of
democracy, in order to achieve social justice and democratically
accountable governance.

Born in 1973, Arnaud Zacharie began his political involve-
ment at the age of twenty-five. He joined ATTAC-France online,
before holding a meeting at his home with a dozen activists who
later participated in founding the local chapter of ATTAC in
Liége, Belgium, in 1999. He embodied the revival of political
engagement in Liege: based on expertise, and outside political
parties and old quarrels among activists. Very active with ATTAC-
Liege, he was ‘discovered’ and then quickly hired by Eric
Toussaint, president of CATWD, where he began publishing.
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This fruitful collaboration did not impede Arnaud Zacharie from
maintaining his autonomy from Eric Toussaint, keeping his dis-
tance from the latter’s loose Trotskyist affiliation and adopting
more pragmatic, ‘less radical and revolutionary’ positions. In
2001, he became the spokes-person for ATTAC-Wallonia-Brussels
for three years and then left the position to ‘avoid having a few
individuals permanently installed at the controls of the alter-
globalization movement’ (interview, 2004). A renowned expert
and good speaker, he is as comfortable explaining the problems
of neoliberal policies and the WTO to a high school audience as
to experts in ministers’ offices. Participating in various interna-
tional gatherings, including the World Social Forums, he has
remained sceptical of the ‘centralism of ATTAC France’ and feels
closer to the Scandinavian and German representatives of the
organization. Holding a BA in communication studies and two
Masters degrees in international relations, and a daily reader of
the Financial Times, Arnaud Zacharie is a dedicated worker and
author of eight volumes between 2001 and 2006. At twenty-nine,
he was offered the post of head of the research department at the
‘National Centre of Development Cooperation’, a coalition of
around 100 Belgian NGOs. Six years later, he became director
of the whole organization.

Predominance of intellectuals within
the International Council

Many academics and committed intellectuals have become major
‘entrepreneurs’ (McCarthy & Zald, 1977) of alter-globalization
mobilization. They played a determining role in the emergence,
development and internationalization of the movement. Since
then, they have held a good number of key positions in the move-
ment organizations and networks. Among the most active
members of the WSF’s International Council between 2002 and
2005 were many scholars and ‘committed scholar—activists net-
works’.* These include: E. Taddei, then director of a broad Latin
American network of social scientists, who participates in the
name of the Americas’ Continental Social Alliance; A. Buzgarin
from the University of Moscow, the founder of Alternative Russia;
F. Houtart from the World Forum for Alternatives and Professor
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Emeritus at the Catholic University of Louvain (Belgium);
S. Amin, director of the Third World Forum, president of the
World Forum for Alternatives and former Professor of economics
at the University of Paris; L. Gabriel, Professor at the Ludwig-
Boltzmann Institute for Contemporary Research on Latin
America; W. Bello, director of Focus on the Global South and
Professor at the University of the Philippines; B. Cassen of ATTAC,
Professor at the University of Paris VIII; and the scholar—activist
Network Institute for Global Democratization. Several other
member organizations are think tanks, small activist research
centres, or NGOs which are composed mainly of engaged intel-
lectuals, such as several ‘centres of alternative information’.
Almost all of these ‘organizations of intellectuals’ enjoy a very
limited — often non-existent — social base in their countries.

The function of the International Council is, however, uncon-
nected to any specialization of a space of expertise. Its role is to
‘ensure the openness and diversity of the World Social Forum’
(B. Cassen, meeting in Paris, 2004). How then to explain such a
predominance of intellectuals in the organizing bodies of the
international movement? The high value conferred on knowledge
and intellectuals, which characterizes the way of reason, and the
central role played by intellectuals in the formation of the alter-
globalization movement are evidently factors. However, the
strong presence of intellectuals at the international level is rein-
forced by two heavily correlated factors. First, the capacity of
experts and intellectuals for abstraction and their facility with
universal categories gives them a greater ability to think on a
global scale. Some of them even believe that ‘experts are the only
ones able to think and manage conceptual tools at the global
level’.” Possessing a special interest in global issues, intellectuals
become more involved in international alter-globalization net-
works, convergences and events. Moreover, working for NGOs
or the academy, intellectuals possess the necessary time and
resources, both social capital and financial, to attend interna-
tional forums and preparatory meetings, which leaders of grass-
roots movements generally lack.

Second, as C. Tilly (2004: 153) pointed out, social movements
rely on ‘mobilization professionals’ far more at the global than the
local level. Indeed, the internationalization of the alter-
globalization movement relied largely on the prestige and fame
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these intellectuals had gained, on their legitimacy as experts in
their fields, and on their international affinity networks. In the
mid-1990s, years before the larger alter-globalization gatherings
were organized, scholar—activists and engaged intellectuals began
creating their own international networks (e.g. the International
Forum on Globalization, the World Forum for Alternatives, etc.).
These networks and the resulting affinity groups were later to take
a leading role in the foundation of alter-globalization networks,
forums and events. With these decision-making groups generally
expanding on the basis of contacts established by the founders and
other influential members, intellectual activists have maintained a
leading role in groups like the International Council of the WSF.
As C. Tilly (2004: 152) pointed out: ‘Expansion of social move-
ments along existing interpersonal networks excludes those who
don’t belong.” The movement’s global orientation and internation-
alization and the position of intellectuals as elite international
activists hence reinforce each other. The weight and influence of
experts and intellectuals within the movement strengthen its ten-
dency to be globally oriented. In turn, the movement relies heavily
on these intellectuals as international elite activists.

Theories of another world and practices of expertise
Intellectual leaders and democratic deficiencies

In contrast to the way of subjectivity, the logic of expertise and
the — more political - logic of older leaders of movement organi-
zations have little concern for consistency between practice and
values of the movement. Problems relating to internal democracy
and strong leadership have arisen in movement organizations
founded by scholar-activists in every country in which this field
research was conducted, at both national and international levels.
Many activists interviewed cited the rather authoritarian personal-
ity of a leader, or political cultures and national traditions tending
towards the ‘iron law of verticalism and caudillism’ in Mexico
Zermeno, 1996, or Jacobinism in the French style: ‘I don’t know
whether it is due to the political imaginary of the French, very
centralized. ATTAC has a way of presenting itself as though it is
the avant-garde of the movement’ (activist from Liege).
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Many collaborators, employees of alter-globalization think
tanks and committed intellectuals decry the ‘strict control [their
leader] imposes on every document and initiative that comes out
of the organization’ (a young employee of a Belgian activist
research centre). These terms recall the portrait of Cassen pub-
lished in the daily Libération on 21 January 2002: then acting
president of ATTAC, he ‘drafts all the texts, as a “matter of cred-
ibility and rigour”. Overwhelmed by the demands, crushed by the
workload, he strives to get a grip on his vampirish culture of
control, relaxing his pedagogical and vertical concept of power.
He resigns himself to launching a democratization project inter-
nally that the organization defends externally.’

Explanations in terms of personality or national culture prove
inadequate in light of the number and similarity of the cases
encountered. The frequency of these observations indicates a
structural problem, inherent to this way of reason: its ambiva-
lence towards experts. The latter have an essential role and
privileged place in the way of reason. At the same time, alter-
globalization also aims to encourage the participation of the
greatest number and opposes ‘domination by experts’.

Recognized experts in their fields, committed intellectuals who
become leaders of an organization often have a tendency to
behave like strong leaders internally, closely watching the work
of their collaborators and having difficulty accepting criticisms
of their organization or even of the entire alter-globalization
movement. Cocooned by the legitimacy of expertise and their
knowledge, the majority of alter-globalization experts and intel-
lectuals show scant concern for the internal democracy of their
organizations. Some young activists openly described their super-
visor as a ‘real internal dictator’.® Many small alter-globalization
think tanks and NGOs are built by and around a committed
intellectual who presides as lifelong president. Even larger orga-
nizations headed by intellectuals do not always manage to address
adequately the question of internal democracy. In 2006, the lead-
ership team of ATTAC was even convicted of fraud in the orga-
nization’s internal elections (Passet, 2006).

Certainly, several committed intellectuals and leaders are
deeply preoccupied by the movement’s internal democracy and
openness (e.g. Albert, 2004). However, most consider internal
democracy to be a secondary problem which the importance of
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current struggles and campaigns prevent from being properly
addressed. The urgency of the situation is often evoked to justify
the lack of democracy, openness and representativeness. When
asked about the democratic weaknesses of the WSF International
Council, Cassen defended himself in this way: ‘The International
Council was conceived in a hurry. It is useless to seek criteria and
principles that guided its construction. There were no criteria
behind the choice of its participants.”” While the criteria of democ-
racy may not be relevant in spaces of expertise, the same cannot
be said of spaces dedicated to organizing a movement fighting to
reinforce democracy in society.

Active citizens and passive activists

Strongly rejected by activists from the way of subjectivity, the
distinction between ‘grassroots activists’ and intellectual leaders
is clearly assumed by many engaged intellectuals: “The alter-
globalization movement is like a human body. Committed
researchers are the head of the movement and the masses that
mobilize for events like Seattle are its legs.”® Indeed, many com-
mitted intellectuals assume they are more competent than grass-
roots activists to assess global challenges and develop alternative
expertise, proposals and clear programmes for the international
movement.

This perspective often limits the role of local activists, making
them local informants and recipients of the wisdom and political
culture produced by intellectuals who comprise the movement
elite (see p. 148). Their chief role becomes one of demonstrating
popular support for the leaders of the movement in order to
assure them greater political impact.

This top-down approach of the organizational process and
the dominant position of cosmopolitan intellectuals have created
a contradiction between the message promoted by the alter-
globalization movement and actual practice: while encouraged to
become ‘active citizens’, activists are often kept in a passive posi-
tion, as consumers of events and ideas conceived by a few leaders.
The elaboration of the movement’s discourse is thus reserved for
experts. An activist very involved in the secretariat of ATTAC-
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Liege learned this the bitter way. She spent several months editing
an introductory text for the organization only to see her work
greeted by harsh criticism from several leaders and recognized
experts. Why? Unwittingly, she had trespassed on an area of
competence of ATTAC-Liege’s experts — writing documents.
Surprised and disappointed, she ceased playing an active role in
an organization she had served zealously for four years.

This distance between citizens and intellectual leaders is rein-
forced by the rapid professionalization of brilliant new experts’
and by the multiplication of international meetings which culti-
vate the formation of an international alter-globalization elite. As
happens in other sectors of global civil society (Chandhoke, 2002:
48), once immersed in this ‘international alter-globalization’,
most leaders gradually draw away from their social base and
become unaccountable to their membership. However, a leader-
ship assumed by a small affinity group of committed intellectuals
over alter-globalization events and networks is in fact often con-
tested on this basis. As we will see in chapter 8, grassroots activ-
ists seldom limit themselves to this passive stance — they set up
diversion strategies or simply don’t show up.

When the Mexican Network against Free Trade (ReMALC)
imposed itself as the coordinator of the ‘People’s Forum’ that was
expected to unite all the protest events against the WTO summit
in Canctn, 2003, other participant organizations and activists
were reduced to a passive audience during the preparation meet-
ings while ReMALC experts took all the leading roles. Many
voices soon denounced ‘these NGOs and intellectuals who want
to talk in the name of the movements but have no social base’ (a
Mexican farmers’ union activist, 2003). However, when the time
came to start the counter-forum in Cancin, no one showed up,
leaving the ReMALC leaders alone in their forum, which was
soon cancelled.

This ‘People’s Forum’ offered a striking illustration of the gap
that separated intellectual leaders from the Mexican civil society
that they claimed to represent. Collaboration between citizens and
experts/intellectuals thus remains a constant challenge for the
alter-globalization activists of the way of reason. This is especially
the case for ATTAC-France and the World Social Forums, both
having been conceived as spaces of expertise by their founders.
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ATTAC-France, an organization conceived
as a space of expertise

As we mentioned, ATTAC was founded as a space of expertise
by a group of French intellectuals who didn’t foresee the creation
of local committees and of an active citizens’ participation within
their organization. Nevertheless, ATTAC rapidly came to embody
a model of convergence capable of bringing together a wide range
of activists and ‘ordinary citizens’. The logic of expertise, however,
remained dominant until the end of 2006, leading to structural
deficiencies in the organization at the level of internal democracy.
It was notably illustrated by the internal election process.

In 2002, B. Cassen managed to impose his choice of candidate,
J. Nikonoff, as his successor at the head of the organization. He
retained the international relations mandate for himself, in the
process purging a few dynamic activists whose loose Trotskyist
affiliations displeased him. Despite strong opposition and with
little charismatic appeal, Nikonoff held the presidency until the
end of his mandate in 2006. Tensions within the organization
were such that ATTAC-France was then polarized between par-
tisans and adversaries of the Cassen—Nikonoff duo. These two
proclaimed victory in the internal elections held in June 2006.
But suspicions of fraud were quickly confirmed by three indepen-
dent expert reports (Passet, 2006). New elections were called for
December 2006 and the former leadership obtained only four of
the twenty-four seats in the administrative committee of
ATTAC-France.

While it disappointed thousands of activists and surprised
journalists, because ATTAC defined itself as a civil society orga-
nization which fights for a ‘reinforcement of democracy’, this
electoral fraud was inscribed within an extension of the logic
which had dominated ATTAC-France since its inception and
which is encountered in many organizations of the way of reason:
the resurgence of an avant-garde attitude by leading intellectuals.
ATTAC-France was shaped by a top-down and authoritative
approach to organizing a movement, in which intellectual leaders
indicate the way forward without much consideration of internal
democracy or local chapters. The distance between ‘intellectual’
leaders of the organization and ‘grassroots activists’ is taken for
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granted among the members of the executive team, as the follow-
ing extract from an interview in 2001 with an ATTAC-France
administrator, chosen by Bernard Cassen, indicates:

There is obviously a difference between grassroots activists, who
join ATTAC to get a political culture, and the members of the
scientific council who are academics and directors of newspapers
and magazines. There is obviously a gap. But I think there is a
mutual enrichment. People in the executive committee and in the
scientific council work to produce research documents and infor-
mation. The local sections are useful because they are on the
ground and can inform us about what they observe in their region.
They see things at this level, in their region, in their town.

Grassroots activists are thus essentially reduced to playing a relay
role: a matter of ‘informing’ the head of the organization. In
return, they receive knowledge and a political culture which they
are supposed to spread. This organizational logic is, to say the
least, astonishing in an organization which purports to promote
a new culture of involvement and ‘active citizenship’. According
to this leader of ATTAC, the principal task of not only the
scientific council, but also the executive committee and the
headquarters team, is to ‘produce research and information docu-
ments’. However, while the former is indeed a space of expertise,
the role of the other two bodies is coordination and leadership
of the organization, requiring functions and attributes different
from those of a space of expertise.

In some respects, ATTAC-France operated like an NGO in
which a dozen salaried professionals based in Paris had to ‘manage
27,000 members’, to quote one of the employees of the headquar-
ters in a 2002 interview. In addition, like all of the founding texts
of the organization, the platform was the work of a journalist
from Le Monde Diplomatique — in this case, Serge Halimi —
rather than a product of an activist assembly. Similarly, on 17
January 2002, ATTAC-France’s 25,000 activists discovered that
their organization had a new platform, on which they had not
been consulted, for either content or relevance. The text had been
written by a few intellectuals in consultation with the organiza-
tion’s ruling president. No prior internal consultation was held to
elaborate or approve it.
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The Jacobin and very centralized logic of organization emanat-
ing from the top of the organization is very far from the ‘network,
without hierarchical structures nor geographic centre’ cited in the
international platform of ATTAC." Members register at the
national level before joining local chapters, leaving 75 per cent of
their membership fees at the national level in the process.
Representation of local chapters at the national level, unforeseen
at the beginning of the organization, wasn’t recognized until
2001. Even then, the assembly of local chapters was restricted to
offering ‘advisory opinions’, the president of the time having
explicitly refused to grant them decision-making power at the
national level. The lack of democracy and the dominant position
of ATTAC in the alter-globalization field in France focused much
criticism on the organization — on the part of some experts and
intellectuals disturbed by ATTAC’s ‘competitiveness’, and those
closer to the pole of subjectivity: ‘It’s strange to be forever talking
about participative democracy and not start by applying it to
ourselves.

While this structure led to democratic deficiencies, its cen-
tralization and the domination of a few leaders also lent
ATTAC-France a solidity and strong visibility which made the
organization central to French alter-globalization between 1999
and 2002. Moreover, grassroots activists acknowledge the effi-
ciency of the national bodies and the primacy of the logic of
spaces of expertise. Numerous actions organized by national
leaders additionally proved very successful with the membership
— whether fund-raisers, actions or meetings. In January 2002,
ATTAC filled the famous Parisian concert hall ‘Le Zénith’ with
more than 7,000 supporters. Leaders took this as a sign of their
legitimacy, and felt themselves to be ‘strongly supported by the
base’ (interview, 2002).

For sure, the Paris headquarters enjoyed significant power.
However, ‘even with Cassen, at ATTAC, it has never been the
president who makes the organization’ (interview with a dissident
employee from central headquarters, 2003). From its inception,
ATTAC brought together the energies of very diverse networks
and activists around its federating platform, combining the efforts
of committed experts, civil society activists and ‘ordinary citi-
zens’. Alongside the dynamic set up by the organization’s leaders,
and despite a strong concentration of resources at the national
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level, local chapters have established a different dynamic, that of
a ‘citizen movement’. Possessing much autonomy (but scant
resources), most of the local chapters managed to bring together
long-time activists, citizens disappointed by previous political
involvements, and others with no prior engagement. Many
popular education activities and diverse mobilizations have been
organized. Spaces of expertise also emerge at this level, such as
the “Women and Globalization’ group which came out of a local
chapter of ATTAC in Paris. Since its beginning in 1998, the
organization has thus been fraught with a tension between a logic
privileging the efficiency of a limited number of experts and
another, which accords greater importance to internal democracy
and local committees. The 2006 elected leadership attempted to
reorganize ATTAC on the basis of the latter. They started new
campaigns and supported several collective initiatives, notably
concerning sustainable development and climate change. With
the global financial crisis, its talks, lectures and ‘popular educa-
tion’ activities have enjoyed real successes in many towns and on
campuses. ATTAC-France has, however, not regained the dyna-
mism, prestige and place it previously held in the alter-globaliza-
tion movements in France and internationally. The organization’s
reputation had suffered lasting damage, the impact of which has
been even more dramatic as the initial success of ATTAC largely
relied on the image of a ‘citizens” organization that promoted a
renewal of activism beyond classical divisions and the quarrels of
the political left (see pp. 191-3).

Internal democracy and passive participation
at the World Social Forum

Prominent committed intellectuals were also behind the World
Social Forum, which was initially conceived as a conference for
experts and intellectuals. The first WSF, in January 2001, was
supposed to bring together a few hundred people in a university
in Porto Alegre. Instead of the 2,000 expected one month prior
to the event, 15,000 people attended. Event organizers were com-
pletely overwhelmed by the crowds and the enthusiasm of par-
ticipating activists. However, certain aspects of this now annual
gathering remain deeply embedded in the logic of expertise rather
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than that of participation and internal democracy. Prominent
intellectuals were chosen to speak at the main panels while
‘normal participants’ were relegated to the role of passive audi-
ence. The International Council held its sessions behind closed
doors, with security guards. The clearest illustration of the dis-
tinction assumed between elite and grassroots participants was
to be found in the VIP lounges provided in 2001 and 2002. This
hierarchy was particularly visible at the third World Social Forum.
Gathering 100,000 people in Porto Alegre, it represented a major
organizational challenge. Rather than regarding WSF partici-
pants as the dynamic force of the movement, however, the orga-
nizing team perceived them as a problem, wondering how they
would be able to ‘manage the crowd’, to quote a member of the
WSF Brazilian organizing committee at an International Council
meeting before the forum. Their solution was to hold more events
for a mass, passive audience. Up to 11,000 people attended the
speeches of cosmopolitan intellectuals like Arundhati Roy and
Noam Chomsky, while over 100 workshops were cancelled to
allow over 60,000 people to listen to Lula, the newly elected
Brazilian president.

Participants in the WSF deplored how this dynamic fostered
the ‘emergence of big spokespeople who are taking too important
a position in the movement. Some of them gave up to five talks
in three days’ (a Belgian activist, 2003). Others even warned: ‘we
must be very careful not to allow the development of a class of
“intelligent and well-educated” international NGOs and large
organizations with lots of resources within the WSF, while the
real actors, the “mass movements”, become increasingly margin-
alized and removed from the process’ (Korean activist, Canctn,
2003).

The vanguard tendency of some leaders and the sense that they
constitute an elite distinct from the mass movement have been
expressed most clearly in the elaboration of some manifestos and
programmatic documents written by small groups of leading
intellectuals deliberately avoiding any participatory process with
the forums’ grassroots activists. In 2005, nineteen prestigious
intellectuals, including some Nobel Prize winners, wrote and
signed ‘“The Manifesto of Porto Alegre’. They presented it to the
press in a five-star hotel. The 170,000 WSF participants were
given no opportunity to discuss and amend the text, framed as
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a major document of the forum. A year later, the Bamako Appeal
was drafted by intellectuals of the same network, provoking a
new salvo of criticisms (Sen & Kumar, 2007). As happens in
other international movements, such a separation from the mass
movement can quickly lead to the empowerment of cosmopolitan
leaders who ‘represent themselves as speaking for “the people”
without developing a base of any depth or the means for ordinary
people to speak through them’ (Tilly, 2004: 152).

WSF bodies, and particularly the International Council (IC),
are subject neither to representativeness nor to democracy, and
their way of functioning has more in common with that of the
decried WTO than with the principles of participatory democracy
of alter-globalization ideals. Since 2003, criticisms of this govern-
ing body ‘which concentrates lots of power but is accountable to
no one’ (delegate of the Italian trade union COBAS, WSEF, 2004)
have constantly grown. To most activists, the organization of the
forum appears ‘so opaque that it was nearly impossible to figure
out how decisions were made or to find ways to question those
decisions’ (Klein, 2002b: 204). Even the international peasants’
organization Via Campesina, which figures among the WSF-IC’s
influential founding members, questions its legitimacy (Nicholson
in Antentas et al., 2003: 136). Mandated to ensure the openness
and diversity of the forum, the WSF-IC is not in any way an open,
free and democratic space. Held in closed sessions, its meetings
bring together about 150 heads of ‘international networks’. The
selection process of its members is not governed by any precise
criteria, which leads to over-representation of certain sectors,
notably intellectuals. It is necessary to possess not only consider-
able economic capital to attend their meetings around the world,
but also — and most importantly — social capital to join, and even
more to take a truly active part. Appointed rather than elected,
with no clear mandate, members are not accountable to any
social base."" While complete internal democracy may be illusory,
these deficiencies are particularly problematic because the renewal
and reinforcement of democracy constitutes a cornerstone of
alter-globalization alternatives and utopias (Mestrum, 2004).
The WSF has thus been exhorted to become ‘an active process
through which we can experiment, learn and see what democracy
organized by the people looks like’ (activist from Korean People’s
Action against WTO, WSF, 2004). Growing criticisms were
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expressed both by ‘citizens’ of the way of reason and activists of
the way of subjectivity. Chapter 8 will show that, combined with
a cross-fertilization process that led WSF leaders to become more
sensitive to internal democracy and grassroots active participa-
tion, these criticisms fostered a considerable change in the WSF
dynamic, which became more open, horizontal and participatory
in its 2004 and 2005 gatherings (see pp. 194-8).

Conclusion

While the alter-globalization movement contests dominant and
elite-driven globalization, it is itself partly ruled by elite activists
who share a top-down approach to social change and organiza-
tion. Encouraged to become ‘active citizens’, activists are often
kept in a passive posture as consumers of events and ideas con-
ceived by a few leaders. This throws into question the credibility
of a movement which is represented by many activists and schol-
ars as ‘globalization from below’ (Bandy & Smith, 2005; Brecher,
Costello & Smith, 2002).

Nevertheless, even the organizations and events conceived by
and for intellectuals have never been limited to this top-down
logic. Each one has been overwhelmed by the enthusiasm and
energy of grassroots activists. In the WSF, ATTAC-France and
countless other alter-globalization organizations, the ‘citizen’
(rather than ‘expert’) trend has succeeded in gaining the upper
hand and greatly transforming these events and organizations.
As we will see in chapter 8, the fight against domination by
experts and ‘residual forms of avant-gardism’ (Glasius & Timms,
2006: 235) plays out within the alter-globalization movement.
The numerous criticisms were partially integrated by organizers
after the 2003 WSF. They have since tried to privilege small
workshops which represent spaces for active participation and
exchange of experience between activists from around the world.
Thus, as we will see in chapter 8, for the 2005 Forum only a
handful of events were organized by the International Council;
the rest were delegated to participating organizations and took
place in less enormous tents.

The question of the place of intellectuals within a democratic
system and projects of social change has been around as long as
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democracy itself. The Greek philosophers and playwrights dedi-
cated philosophical discussions and theatre plays to the relation
between elites and democracy early on (Zumbrunnen, 2004;
Wallach, 2001). Thinkers of the Enlightenment for their part
put their hope in despots capable of leading their subjects towards
Progress. Over the past two centuries, many political or revolu-
tionary movements have put their faith in the intellectual avant-
garde, from the British Fabians to Leninists. More recently, the
power of ‘experts’ was tackled by Habermas in 1968 and became
a focus of criticism in the following decades, notably by the anti-
nuclear movement (Touraine et al., 1980). Experts have, however,
seen their social role reinforced with the rise of the risk society
(Beck, 1992 [1986]) and the growing role of international institu-
tions. Similarly, in the alter-globalization movement which aimed
to oppose this technocracy, experts, ‘research activists’ and intel-
lectuals have occupied many key positions in its organizations.

In The Mandarins, Simone de Beauvoir used to ask whether it
was really the business of intellectuals to run social movements
to reform the world just ‘because they know how to hold a pen
and are good at playing with ideas’. Are alter-globalization intel-
lectuals in a better position than others to make good decisions
about movement strategy or how to achieve the desired other
world? The skills necessary to organize a movement do not coin-
cide with those which allow one to become an expert on a par-
ticular issue. While effectiveness and scientific criteria preside in
the logic of expertise, more participation and democracy are
called for to build the movement’s organizations and events.
When the logic of expertise takes precedence over all others, the
movement is inverted and becomes technocratic.



7

Reason, Democracy
and Counter-Power

A movement against neoliberal ideology

Having studied the logic of expertise and the relations between
intellectual leaders and grassroots activists within the way of
reason, the third chapter of this part will turn to an analysis of
the concepts of social change and social conflict underlying this
trend of the alter-globalization movement.

The indignation of activists of the way of reason is aroused not
by experience but by figures representing world suffering, mar-
shalled by alter-globalization experts to counter the image of
successful neoliberal globalization: “Two billion people live on
less than two dollars a day; one billion on less than one dollar’
(ATTAC expert); ‘In a three-year period, Washington Consensus
policies have caused more deaths than World War II did in six
years!” (A. Boron,' talk at Guadalajara, 2002). But the heart of
alter-globalization is found in the evolution of the discursive
regime from poverty and suffering to inequality, allowing a tran-
sition to the logic of social conflict and an assertion of the pos-
sibility of acting. Alter-globalization experts aim to demonstrate
that neoliberal policies have led to a growth of inequality over
the past decades: ‘Increased average wealth has been accompa-
nied by an exacerbation of the gap between the two extremes.
The ratio of the incomes of the richest 20 per cent of the world’s
population to the poorest 20 per cent went from 30 in 1960 to
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78in 2000’ (Passet, 2003: 37). Hence, the global situation appears
to be even more appalling in that ‘there has never been so much
wealth produced as today, and there have never been so many
poor’ (English activist, ESF 2004). This assertion leads to the
naming of clear adversaries — transnational corporations and
financial, trade and economic institutions (WTO, IMF, World
Bank and World Economic Forums) — out of which they have
constructed simplified and homogenizing images. In the minds
of activists, these institutions have come to embody both neolib-
eral ideology and the technocratic aspect of the new global
governance.

Alter-globalization activists within the way of reason oscillate
between two logics in the relationship with their adversaries. The
first is dichotomous — clearly denouncing an adversary, often on
the basis of a simplified representation of reality. This is particu-
larly present among an older generation of activists who repro-
duce old schematics, often close to Marxism. Other activists,
particularly those whose political engagement is with alter-glo-
balization, believe that the domination and oppression exercised
by ruling actors stem less from their will than a systemic logic
and the constraints of an interdependence in which every actor
is embedded and by which freedom is limited: ‘Bill Gates cer-
tainly does not want children in Africa to die of hunger on his
account, nor does he want the system to be the way it is. ... It’s
clear that Bill Gates can’t do much at this level. He only follows
the system’ (Zacharie, 2003). R. Petrella (1996: 20-1) also main-
tains that business people are neither prepared for, nor interested
in governing the world. In this perspective, the threat to democ-
racy does not arise from a will to control, but from transnational
companies’ will to sell (cf. Barber, 1996). Activists thus repeatedly
evoke images of a system that is now out of control, comparing
it with ‘a train moving increasingly fast, but heading towards a
cliff’, ‘markets which are on auto-pilot, in which everything accel-
erates without anyone asking where it is going’.

Rather than opposing the ‘masters of the status quo’ or domi-
nant social actors, alter-globalization activists of the way of
reason actually oppose the elites who direct change. The crucial
issue is the management of the transition to a more globalized
society. The way of reason thus embodies an historical movement
(Touraine, 2001 [1999]) which challenges the hegemony of
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neoliberal ideology in the name of an objective and rational
analysis of the situation and of the results of neoliberal policies.
Alter-globalization activists struggle against the ‘neoliberal ideol-
ogy’ and the Washington Consensus more than against the — in
any case, ill-identified — ‘neoliberals’. They believe that the battle
against neoliberalism plays out primarily in the realm of ideas;
ideological change being considered the basis of sustainable social
transformation: ‘From the point of view of development, it is not
so much money which counts, as ideas. The World Bank has
gained an intellectual hegemony. They have gained the ‘obvious’
since everyone rallies to what they say’ (G. Massiah, talk, 2001).

At the heart of the way of reason of the alter-globalization
movement is this challenge to the hegemony — in the Gramscian
sense — of neoliberal ideology, which has imposed its approach to
the transition to a more globalized society as ‘natural’ and
‘without alternative’ and so it is thus barely debated: ‘The parlia-
mentary debate is stifled and liberalization established as a dogma’
(ATTAC-France’s 2002 Manifesto).

French sociologist of science R. Boudon (1989 [1986]: ch 9)
maintains that the ‘truth’ of economic theories has more to do
with their capacity to forge a provisional consensus than with
their always highly debatable scientific validity. In this context,
the deconstruction of ‘neoliberal rationality’ becomes essential in
challenging this hegemonic thought.? Not only alter-globalization
activists but even some of their opponents have considered since
the late 1990s that this might be the weak point of neoliberalism.
A few days before the WTO congress in Seattle, the US Trade
Representative, C. Barshefsky, asserted that ‘the lack of support
from public opinion is the chief threat to the system of multilat-
eral trade’ (Le Monde, 23 November 1999).

Alter-globalization activists attempt to re-insert democratic
debate about topics — from economics to new technologies
(GMOs, intellectual property rights, trade, etc.) — which were
presented as the domain of experts and limited to the single ques-
tion of maximizing efficiency. From the main texts expressing the
critiques, demands and proposals of the alter-globalization
activists of the way of reason written between 1989 (for the pre-
cursors) and 2005, as well as 400 lectures and numerous inter-
views, it emerges that, after the injustice of neoliberal policies is
denounced, the major criticisms formulated rest on two central
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values that alter-globalization activists share with their adversa-
ries: rationality and democracy. For instance, alter-globalization
activists attempt to demonstrate the irrationality of neoliberal
policies and denounce the lack of democracy in the institutions
they oppose.

Rationality at stake

Alter-globalization activists and neoliberals each attempt to
present their model of development as the more rational. The
neoliberal ideology is based on the postulate of the superior ratio-
nality of markets over public authorities, while alter-globalization
activists attempt to demonstrate the irrationality of organizing
globalization on the basis of domination by markets and finance.
They do so by pointing out the disfunctionality and aberrations
of contemporary capitalism, as well as the ‘rationality and coher-
ence of globalization with a human face’ (title of Grain de Sable
415, 8 April 2003). They proclaim themselves better defenders of
economic rationality than the neoliberals, whom they accuse of
‘privileging the interests of the few and rich’ (Petrella, talk, 2002).
The delegitimization of the neoliberal economic model and a call
for another economics (Laville, 2007) represent major thrusts of
the alter-globalization struggle. Alter-globalization thus aims to
expose the problems and contradictions of the hegemonic neolib-
eral discourse. As R. Boudon explains (1989 [1986]: 86 and 92),
‘there has only to be an open attack on the fashionable idea for
its authority to be undermined . . . As Kuhn rightly argues, para-
digms tend to be overthrown when a surfeit of problems has built
up: it is then that doubt begins to appear, and one begins to ques-
tion what before was undisputed.’

Critique of value-oriented rationality: means
became ends

Alter-globalization activists attribute increasing inequalities to
the fact that the Washington Consensus has made economic and
financial growth the central criterion for evaluating economic
performance. Autonomized and dissociated from the political
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and the social, the economic system becomes its own end, operat-
ing outside any control. In light of the main objectives they
attribute to the economy, alter-globalization activists believe that
it is irrational to evaluate the economy solely on the basis of its
own instrumental rationality. Alter-globalization economists see
the economy as an ‘instrument’ to reduce poverty and satisfy
human need: ‘Humanity is thus the final end and there is no
other measure of economic progress than the degree to which
this end is achieved’ (ATTAC, 2000a: 21). This central idea is
expressed in the slogan ‘People, not profits’. Alter-globalization
activists reproach economists and experts from international
financial institutions for forgetting that, ‘behind the macro-
economic indicators, there are dramatic human realities’ (an
activist from Friends of the Earth, WSF, 2002): ‘Economists are
very far off in their calculations when they do not take into
account that their adjustment variables are human beings!” (A.
Zacharie, WSF, 2003).

From the same perspective, since its very beginnings, alter-
globalization activists have challenged the GDP as an indicator
of wealth and the well-being of the population. This position was
echoed by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic
Performance and Social Progress (Stiglitz, Sen & Fitoussi, 2009).
Its report states that ‘It has long been clear that GDP is an inade-
quate metric to gauge well-being over time particularly in its
economic, environmental, and social dimensions, some aspects
of which are often referred to as sustainability’ (p. 8); “We often
draw inferences about what are good policies by looking at what
policies have promoted economic growth; but if our metrics of
performance are flawed, so too may be the inferences that we
draw’ (p. 7).

Alter-globalization experts endeavour to show that, contrary
to neoliberal postulates, growth does not necessarily lead to the
satisfaction of the needs of the greatest number. An increasing
number of activists and experts promote an economic ‘de-growth’
(Latouche, 2002), particularly to protect the environment. The
idea of ‘alter-growth’ (or ‘a-growth’) is also gradually gaining
voice: ‘the real problem today is no longer producing more, it’s a
problem of distribution’.? It is a question of evaluating the economy
according to the well-being of the greatest number rather than
according to economic growth. The latter is neither good nor bad;
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everything depends on the way in which goods are produced and
then divided, and on access to a certain number of ‘common
goods and services’ such as drinking water, education and health
care.

Critique of instrumental rationality: the test of facts

Since a central element of scientific rationality consists of testing
theories in the light of facts, alter-globalization activists demand
an evaluation of neoliberal policies applied by international finan-
cial institutions (particularly the IMF and the World Bank)
according to the objectives and criteria of success established by
these same institutions: namely, poverty reduction, macro-
economic and financial stability, and economic growth.

Poverty reduction figures among the essential elements of the
World Bank’s mandate, notably through its ‘Poverty Reduction
Strategy’.* Promoters of the free flows of capital have framed their
approach as a means to decrease poverty, claiming that freedom
of capital movement means more resources at the disposal of
developing countries (IMF, 2007; Animat, 2002). However, data
on poverty from international institutions and prominent schol-
ars (UNDP, 2006: 263; Wade, 2007) dampen enthusiasm for the
Washington Consensus policies, showing that, outside China,
poverty has increased in the world, despite economic growth in
the 1990s (Held & Kaya, 2008).

Macro-economic and financial stability is the core objective of
the IMF. Here, too, alter-globalization activists draw up a
damning account of the policies which have been pursued. The
succession of financial crises throughout the 1990s contradicted
the claim that free movement of capital necessarily brings greater
financial and macro-economic stability. The founders of ATTAC
link the organization’s birth to a ‘diagnosis: the confirmation, in
the Asian financial crisis, of the malignance of markets and of
their hegemonic role in neoliberal globalization’ (Cassen in
ATTAC, 2000a: 12). According to S. George (talk in Mexico,
2003), ‘we can’t find a single case where structural adjustment
plans [imposed by the IMF and World Bank] have succeeded’.
Financial scandals such as the Enron affair in 2001, and the
Madoff and the Goldman Sachs scandals in the aftermath of
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the global crisis, as well as the subprime mortgage crisis starting
in 2007, have since reinforced these ideas. To alter-globalization
activists, ‘the market is no longer regulating, it amplifies instabili-
ties’ (ATTAC, 2001a: 39). The scale of the global crisis in 2008
and 2009 appears to prove them right. The crash in Argentina in
2001-2 is considered as another irrefutable proof of the failure
of neoliberal policies. In the 1990s, the country was regularly
designated as ‘IMF’s darling’ (American Prospect, 28 February
2002) for its careful implementation of the IMF recommenda-
tions to open, liberalize and privatize. It eventually led it to an
unprecedented economic crisis. The UNDP calculated that the
average annual income per resident dropped from US$ 8,950 in
1997 to US$ 3,194 in March 2002, plunging half of the
Argentinian population below the poverty line in 2003.

While they do not consider economic growth to be an objective
in itself, alter-globalization experts try to show the limitations of
neoliberal policies even on this level. After the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), A. Charlton and J. Stiglitz,
former vice-president of the World Bank, argued (Stiglitz &
Charlton 2006: 22) that, ‘if there were ever an historic opportu-
nity to demonstrate the value of free trade, it was Mexico’. They
show that the test clearly failed. A quarter-century after the
Mexican turn towards neoliberal policies in 1982, and fifteen
years after the entry into force of NAFTA, the average growth
of GDP per person there has not exceeded 0.4 per cent per year
from 1982 to 2002,° while the inequality of the distribution of
wealth has significantly increased. Certainly, NAFTA facilitated
recovery from the monetary crisis of 1994 and 1995, but real
wages in Mexico have fallen, the net balance of jobs is negative,
inequality and poverty have grown (Zermeno, 2005), and NAFTA
made Mexico one of the countries most vulnerable to interna-
tional crises, as the 2009 7.1 per cent fall in its GDP demon-
strates. On the other side of the border, E. Duflo, from the MIT,
states that, while NAFTA contributed to accelerated growth in
Canada, the numbers of jobs for workers decreased more rapidly
in the liberalized sectors. She argues that ‘it is senseless to con-
trast long term benefits to short term costs if those who pay the
costs are not compensated’.”

Activists also consider certain of the axioms on which neolib-
eral experts rely to be false or obsolete: ‘One of the most danger-
ous confusions is the mixing of elements essential to economic
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common sense with irrational content coming from hypothetical
postulates’ (A. Ferrer, Grano de Arena® 101, 15 August 2001).
Among the chief of the axioms at issue are Ricardo’s theory of
comparative advantage, Say’s assumption of natural resources as
free goods, and the idea that more appears better (Ricardo and
Pareto). Alter-globalization activists argue, for example, that
nature, whose reproduction is currently threatened, can no longer
be conceived of as ‘a free good’ (that is, available in unlimited
quantities and at no cost) and removed from the realm of eco-
nomic calculation, as it has been since J. B. Say.’

Moreover, alter-globalization activists consider the neoliberal
free market model to be based on ‘a narrow, strict approach
of rationality identified with individual rationality’ (Bourdieu,
1998: 108). The model of market-oriented behaviour of individu-
als seeking to maximize personal interest is considered by
these activists to be incapable of integrating long-term thinking,
taking the common good into account or sufficiently integrating
economic, social and ecological limits. For this reason, alter-
globalization activists propose restoring power to social, political
and institutional actors who can counter-balance the irrationalities
of self-regulated markets and thus reinforce economic rationality.

From the irrationality of neoliberalism to
the possibility of acting

The irrationality of neoliberal policies, the influence of non-
proven axioms and the failure to test facts have led alter-global-
ization activists to denounce Washington Consensus precepts as
failing to comply with scientific criteria: ‘The economic reasoning
is in reality ideological and political and not scientific’ (F. Miiller,
Germanalter-globalization expert, WSF,2001). Alter-globalization
activists oppose ‘the myth of the dominant economy, which
lives on fictions’ (R. Passet, talk in Paris, 2002), and ‘the inter-
pretation of reality from the starting point of presuppositions
which are not empirically verifiable’ (A. Ferrer, Grano de Arena
101, 15 August 2001). From neo-Keynesian economists to the
most leftist activists,' all alter-globalization trends focus on ‘the
madness of markets’. In 1998, Susan Strange entitled her book
Mad Money, while for J. Stiglitz (2002) capitalism has ‘lost its
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head’. From there, it is a short step to comparing neoliberalism
to religion:

Neoliberalism has its 10 commandments proclaimed by the G7,
its prophets (Hayek and Friedman) and its spiritual guides (Reagan
and Thatcher). (R. Passet, ATTAC Summer University, 2002)

To be understood, the neoliberal discourse must be analysed
as a religious discourse: it is dogmatic and simplistic; it has its
holy trinity of economic growth, free trade and globalization; it
has its Vatican of the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO, which,
like the Vatican, believe themselves to be infallible and, for our
salvation, impose their solutions on us. The outcome is obvious:
paradise is so far away that we will never be able to do the reck-
oning. (M. Neef, Chilean economist, Grano de Arena 175, 20
January 2002)

By putting neoliberalism to the test of its outcome on its own
criteria, alter-globalization activists attack the core legitimacy of
the neoliberal ideology, which rests on the assertion of the scien-
tific nature of the policies advocated and on the promise of
results. Critical economists have made clear that neither scientific
criteria, nor economic efficiency on its own, can justify the
support which the precepts of the Washington Consensus enjoy.
Since the mid-1990s, the Nobel Prize winner P. Krugman (1996)
has also been questioning the ‘obsession with competition” which
he attributes to goals that are external to economic debate, such
as forcing through unpopular measures (see also Randeria, 2007).
The implementation of neoliberal policies is thus a matter of
political choice and not the outcome of a clear economic
rationality.

The emphasis alter-globalization activists place on the rela-
tively limited amounts needed to implement alternative policies
further underlines the political nature of current economic choices
and affirms the possibility of acting against injustice.

Calculations by Harvard’s Linda Bilmes and Nobel-prize-winning
economist Joseph Stiglitz remain most prominent. They deter-
mined that, once you factor in things like medical costs for injured
troops, higher oil prices and replenishing the military, the war [in
Iraq] will cost America upwards of $2 trillion. That doesn’t
include any of the costs incurred by Iraq, or America’s coalition
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partners . . . Consider that, according to sources like Columbia’s
Jeffrey Sachs, the Worldwatch Institute, and the United Nations,
with that same money the world could: eliminate extreme poverty
around the world (cost $135 billion in the first year, rising to $195
billion by 2015); achieve universal literacy (cost $5 billion a year);
immunize every child in the world against deadly diseases (cost
$1.3 billion a year); ensure developing countries have enough
money to fight the AIDS epidemic (cost $15 billion per year. . . . [All
that] for a cost of $156.3 billion this year alone — less than a tenth
of the total Iraq war budget."

Relying on expertise and analyses based on economic rationality,
alter-globalization activists thus move the debate from the field
of economic expertise towards that of social and political debates.
They reaffirm the possibility of acting to influence the direction
of globalization and economic mechanisms formerly thought to
be controlled by the invisible hand of the market.

Democracy at stake
Critiques of neoliberalism in the name of democracy

The lack of transparency of trade negotiation processes as well
as the lack of accountability and democracy in global institutions
that promote neoliberal policies constituted the second volley of
critiques levelled against neoliberalism. Just as with economic
rationality, alter-globalization activists and neoliberals confront
each other over a value that both claim to defend: democracy.
The neoliberal ideology links the advance of democracy to that
of the market economy, presenting the combination as an optimal,
even natural, system (cf. Laidi, 1994: 61), asserting that ‘capital-
ism is the transcription into the economic order of a principle
which, in the political order, is called democracy’ (Baechler, 1995:
102). They argue that the intensification of global economic
exchange engenders democratization globally, as illustrated by
the advent of democratic regimes after the fall of communism in
Eastern Europe (Huntington, 1991).

Alter-globalization activists reject this coupling of market
and democracy, pointing out, for example, the lack of respect for
human rights in countries with capitalist economies such as the
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Gulf states (Davis, 2007) and China (Kin Chi, 2005). Having
drawn lessons from the Soviet terror, alter-globalization activists
are committed to strong democracy as a central value of the
alternatives proposed by their movement; they seek to foster a
more transparent and democratic system of global governance
(Patomaki & Teivainen, 2005). They denounce the lack of public
debate on economic decisions considered to be fundamental: ‘It’s
a parody of democracy: parliamentarians speak for days about
the opening of the hunting season and dispatch in two minutes,
without debate, the proposals on GATT’'? (I. Ramonet, ATTAC
at Le Zénith, 19 January 2002). Similarly, J. Bové rebelled against
the fact that ‘there wasn’t even a parliamentary debate before
GMO crops were authorised in the fields’ (WSF 2006, Bamako).

The hegemony of neoliberal ideology made its positions appear
natural and without alternative. Alter-globalization activists’ task
was consequently to ‘put this globalization back into debate’.
However, the secrecy maintained around international economic
and trade negotiations prevented debates from happening. The
lack of information about the Central American Free Trade
Agreement (CAFTA) in 2003 was questioned in this regard: “We
are three months away from signing a Free Trade Agreement with
the United States and, in this country, no one knows the content
of the treaty. ... And moreover, the Guatemalan government is
claiming that the policy of the Costa Rican government is holding
up negotiations!” (interview with a scholar—activist, San JosE July
2003). A few days earlier, on 15 July 2003, the national
Nicaraguan daily La Nacién summarized the findings of a survey
as: ‘52% of Nicaraguans accept the treaty without knowing the
content’.

The adoption of supra-national agreements inspired by the
Washington Consensus, the neoliberal ideology of laissez-faire,
and the delegation of decision-making power to independent
administrative bodies have, in the name of free trade, considerably
limited government capacity to act (Grinspun & Kreklewich,
1994). The analysis of I. Bizberg (2003) and the case studies pre-
sented by L. Carlsen, T. Wise and H. Salazar (2003) emphasize
the restrictions that NAFTA-imposed rules placed on Mexican
authorities’ capacity for action. S. Randeria (2007) highlights
similar constraints placed on the Indian state by the WTO. Her
study of NGO campaigns shows that the limited capacity of
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national governments to act is a result not only of the terms of
treaties but, foremost, of a lack of political will on the part of state
actors to make use of the recourses still open to them.

As an anti-technocratic movement, alter-globalization activists
believe the dominant influence of non-elected experts in interna-
tional decisions to be particularly undemocratic (Teivainen,
2002). The influence these experts enjoy results from two parallel
developments. First, the technicality and increasing complexity
of the issues that international economic bodies deal with require
specialization. Second, experts were supposed to act in a longer-
term perspective than political actors," as economic Nobel Prize
winners F. Kydland and E. Prescott (1977) and R. Barro (1986)
had demonstrated. By the end of the 1980s, a strong consensus
thus emerged on the independence of central banks in Europe:
‘it seemed necessary to shelter their management from the vicis-
situdes of political life’ (Quaden, 1990: 183): the impact of elec-
tion periods, budgetary excesses and corruption, and of placing
the technical management of the economy in a longer-term
perspective.

Taken together, these two elements encouraged a blanket ‘blind
trust™ elected officials handed over a multitude of negotiations
and decisions to expert independent administrative bodies. Social
and political actors then have little influence over their own rep-
resentatives, a state of affairs which appalls alter-globalization
activists: ‘Citizens have come to understand that very often deci-
sions are taken at the supranational level over which politicians
have no control; for example, by European commissioners, who
don’t have any real democratic legitimacy’ (activist of the
Corporate Europe Observatory, 2006).

The neoliberal globalization and development model is based
on a combination of the market economy, representative democ-
racy and expert input deriving from a ‘technical and apolitical’
concept of modernization. In contrast, alter-globalization activ-
ists of the way of reason want to foster citizens’ input on decisions
which are now delegated to a few experts. They have developed
a model based on stronger regulation of the international markets
under the monitoring of citizens and civil society organizations
such as Global Trade Watch or ATTAC. The lack of public con-
sultation on cultivation of GM crops and the ratification of free
trade agreements are often raised in this context. It is a matter
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of ‘re-conquer|ing] the spaces lost by democracy to the financial
sector’ (ATTAC platform). The alter-globalization activists thus
give more political than economic significance to the technical
measures they promote.

In addition, the discrepancy between mechanisms of the welfare
state and democratic participation, organized at the national level
(Held, 1995; Held et al., 1999), and the fact that increasing
numbers of major decisions are taken at the international level,
threaten to empty democracy of all its content (Altvater, 1997).
Activists of the way of reason thus consider the building of a
global democracy and some global institutions to regulate eco-
nomic globalization as an urgent challenge.

Stance towards international institutions

As the major bodies managing the transition to a more global
society, some international institutions occupy the place held by
the state in previous generations of historical movements (Tarrow,
1999; Tilly, 2004; Touraine et al., 1980). The debate around
global governance and the reform of international institutions
hence constitutes a privileged battlefield.

Alter-globalization activists of the way of reason adopt differ-
ent positions relative to three sets of international institutions.
They do not recognize the legitimacy of the World Economic
Forum and the G-8, which they see as expressing the ‘will of the
richest to govern the world’. Therefore, the World Social Forum
has consistently refused to dialogue with its counterpart in Davos.
At the same time, alter-globalization activists support processes
aimed at creating or reinforcing institutions of international gov-
ernance. They support the creation of international bodies able
to impose social and environmental standards, to strengthen
international law and to empower ratified international treaties,
such as the Human Rights Declaration or International Labour
Organization conventions. They demand the reinforcement of the
ILO and the UN," especially in relation to economic bodies, and
support new regional institutions like the ‘Bank of the South’ in
Latin America. The position towards the European Union is dis-
tinct. While they are pro-European, ' alter-globalization activists
nevertheless oppose the dominant direction of the European
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Commission, which they consider to be neoliberal. They deplore,
for example, the fact that the European treaties focus on free
markets and are weak on social protection. This was the reason
that alter-globalization activists marched against the European
summits between 1997 and 2004 and why a majority of alter-
globalization activist organizations opposed the Treaty proposing
a European Constitution and the Lisbon Treaty.

The World Bank, IMF and WTO summits gave alter-global-
ization activists opportunities to stage a confrontation between
the two concepts of globalization and development. Because they
possess mechanisms to sanction violations of their norms, these
three institutions dominate global governance. The strongest
criticisms of the three institutions relate to the technocratic,
opaque and anti-democratic way these bodies function: voting
is rare, there is an imbalance of power between countries, and
delegates have ‘no accountability to their populations’ (see
Wysham, Cavanagh & Arruda, 1994). The debate between alter-
globalization activists who argue for the reform of these interna-
tional institutions and those who demand their abolition has been
over-emphasized by scholars who claim — with good reason — that
‘if we close down the WTO, there will be no regulation and that
will be much worse than the current situation. It will no longer
be liberalism but anarchy, the law of the strongest!’ (E. Cohen,'®
lecture, 10 December 2004). The necessity of international insti-
tutions monitoring trade, finance and the international economy
is a matter of unanimity among alter-globalization activists of
the way of reason. The debate is actually taking place between
those in favour of reforming the current institutions and those
who demand that existing structures be dismantled so that regu-
latory bodies can be established on new foundations. They believe
that the current statutes and practices prevent any significant
reform. For example, with its 16.77 per cent vote share in the
IMF, the United States alone is able to block any reforms contrary
to its interests. The ‘rupture strategy’, however, entails the risk
of leaving a void, in the absence of the old institutions. In the
same way, much as they favour the dominant countries, the rules
of international trade enforced by the WTO nevertheless consti-
tute norms which apply to everyone, including the dominant
countries, and may thus be a base for the defence of poorer coun-
tries’ interests (Randeria, 2007).
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Stance towards political actors

Political actors” empowerment with regard to the economic actors
is considered as a major objective among the alter-globalization
movement. Activists of the way of reason maintain, however, a
particularly ambiguous relation with political actors and institu-
tions, who are simultaneously adversaries, objects of pressure,
mediators and partners. Four ideal-types of relations between the
movement and political actors can be distinguished.

Relations between alter-globalization activists and political
actors can be dominated by confrontation. Activists denounce,
for example, what they call the ‘collaboration’ of politicians with
deregulation of the economy and privatization: ‘Political power
is decreeing its own incapacity to govern. They are the victims of
what they have voted for.”'” Alter-globalization activists argue
that the decisions to liberalize ‘often originate with governmental
decisions’ (Aguiton, 2001: 64), recalling that neoliberal interna-
tional treaties are negotiated and ratified by the governments of
the various signatory countries. According to this statement,
‘Adversaries include governments, because leftist governments
apply basically the same neoliberal policies as the right’ (an Italian
activist, WSF, 2002).

Activists have developed lobbying activities and political pres-
sure tactics in order to ‘convince politicians of the necessity of
such measures as the Tobin tax’ (ATTAC activist). The call for
active citizenship and ‘citizens’ monitoring’ is also part of this
strategy: ‘Politicans are noticing that all of their activities are
being analysed by citizens. This is new! Before they did whatever
they wanted and suddenly, they are receiving dozens of emails
telling them, “You represent us™” (interview, activist from Global
Trade Watch, WSEF, 2005).

In other instances, cooperative relations can also be established.
In certain situations, the expertise of alter-globalization networks
can be a valuable asset for governments and politicians:

They need information! They are disconnected from reality. I
receive calls almost every day from people in political parties who
want information. I really don’t understand how a parliamenta-
rian can fail to be informed on an issue as important as the WTO.
That said, all the better, because in this way they are forced to
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pay attention to what civil society organizations are thinking
about that. (Expert from the Observatoire de la mondialisation,
interview, 2000)

A fourth set of relations is thus characterized by instrumentaliza-
tion. Most organizations refuse to align themselves with a political
party.’* However, this does not impede attempts at recuperation
of the alter-globalization movement, which seem inherent, par-
ticularly in societies dominated by political logics, such as France,
Mexico (Zermeno, 2005) and India (Jaffrelot, 2005). Besides,
some activists have always been more open to integrating political
actors into the WSF, including some of the founders of alter-glo-
balization. Activists of the way of reason argue that ‘Elections are
not the only way of doing politics. Our project, through debating
ideas and contesting power, strives to transform reality, and that
is certainly political. But ATTAC does not want to become a party’
(P. Khalfa, ATTAC Summer University, 28 August 2004). The
WSEF Charter explicitly specifies that political parties cannot par-
ticipate, as such, in the event. Politicians are welcome in their
personal capacity, but as listeners and not speakers. However, from
the first WSF, important exceptions to this rule were made: notably,
for the presidential candidate — and then president — Lula, but also
for local elected officials from the organizing city, who greatly
benefited from the venue. Alter-globalization debates, gatherings
and events have more than once served as platforms for political
parties. This was the case, for example, with the Brazilian Workers’
Party during the first three WSFs at Porto Alegre. Likewise, the
two Indian communist parties were the most visible actors at the
2004 WSF in Mumbai. As we shall see in chapter 10, after 2006,
the support of political leaders became increasingly important for
some actors of the way of reason, some of whom wished to pull
alter-globalization into the orbit of institutional politics, even at
the risk of splitting the movement.

A concept of social change

The Tobin tax

Along with the cancellation of third world debt and the abolition
of tax havens, a taxation on financial transactions figures among
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the most emblematic proposals of the alter-globalization move-
ment. They all owe their popularity to three central features: a
symbolic significance (the assertion of social agency and of the
possibility of regulating the market); ‘pedagogical virtue’ (they
initiate citizens into complex issues from the starting point of a
concrete idea); and being a starting point for opening up wider
discussion of the Washington Consensus.

The American economist James Tobin first formulated the idea
of a tax on financial transactions during a talk in 1972, published
in 1974. The idea was later developed in a book published in
1978, three years before the economist was awarded the Nobel
Prize, for work unrelated to this tax. According to its inventor,
a minimal taxation of financial transactions should encourage
greater market stability. It was a matter of ‘throwing sand in the
cogs of financial markets’ (Tobin, 1978, 1997); an expression
which lent its name to ATTAC’s electronic magazine Grain of
Sand. James Tobin continued to promote the tax (Tobin, 1997),
but kept aloof from the alter-globalization movement and, in
particular, from ATTAC" (ATTAC, 2002). Many economists
have suggested improvements to the ‘Tobin tax’ (cf. Patomaki,
2000). A set of amendments proposed by P. Spahn (1996) ended
up being integrated into alter-globalization demands.

Relaunched by the UNDP in its 1994 Human Development
Report, the tax gained international notoriety largely through the
efforts of a group of intellectuals around the Monde Diplomatique
who came together to found ATTAC and inspired the first par-
liamentary debates on the issue.?’ The ‘Tobin-Spahn’ tax has
known a certain success at the political level and was even adopted
by Belgian legislators.?! The proposal was supported by some
heads of state, including Brazilian President Lula, and, in 2009,
Gordon Brown. However, even ATTAC’s experts recognize that
the Tobin tax alone ‘could result in a completely empty gesture
as holders of capital may find a way of overcoming it by de-
territorializing their currency exchange transactions entirely’.** In
any case, the adoption of this measure would ‘diminish the bubble
a little, but not change the system’ (R. Petrella, interview, 2000).
How then to explain the startling trajectory of this measure,
forgotten for a quarter of a century?

To its defenders, the attraction of the Tobin tax lies in three
of its features. First, activists highlight the symbolic character of
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the measure: ‘The Tobin tax is an emblematic measure which
exceeds its own content. . . . What is really distressing is the idea
that governments could recover part of their power by implement-
ing it’ (expert from ATTAC-France). With the Tobin tax, what is
really at stake is the assertion of social agency. To activists, this
explains the reluctance in adopting such a tax: “Those who have
long sung the praises of neoliberal deregulation find it difficult to
admit that recovery of the currency exchange market must happen
by means of public regulation, through the institution of a tax’
(O. Appelvist, ATTAC-Germany, Grain de Sable 350, 19 July
2002). As with other technical measures, the Tobin tax as pro-
posed by ATTAC is wedded to mechanisms of citizen control,
especially over the management of the resulting funds (see, for
example, Grain de Sable 350, 19 July 2002).

ATTAC activists also attribute a ‘pedagogic virtue’ to the tax:
“The Tobin tax is an extraordinary pedagogical tool to begin to
explain the importance of finance’ (S. George, European Citizen
Congress, 2001); “The Tobin tax is a simple pedagogical tool to
throw neoliberal globalization, in all its aspects, into question.
Before being a financial pump for the third world, the Tobin tax
is a deadly weapon against “the hegemonic thinking”.** Both
relevant and symbolic, the tax allows financial mechanisms to be
tackled, the issues to be explained, the existence of alternatives
to be demonstrated and the political nature of the problem to be
exposed: ‘the feasibility of the Tobin tax has shown that what is
missing is the political will to implement it’ (activist from the
Raisons d’Agir network, Paris, 2002).

Finally, beyond this fairly simple measure, experts aim to intro-
duce citizens to broader issues linked to the relation between
political and economic powers. Once this question has been
introduced, it allows activists to ‘connect the dots: the fact that
the political debate on the Tobin tax has happened forces the
issue of financial transactions, of the damage caused, of specula-
tion, retirement funds, etc.” (ATTAC activist, 2004).

A distinctive approach to social change

Just as in the way of subjectivity, the approach to social change
which inspires citizens and experts of the way of reason is
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constructed in opposition to dreams of Revolution which have,
too often, been transformed into totalitarian regimes. Alter-
globalization activists see themselves as more pragmatic. However,
rather than subjectivity and daily life, citizens and experts of the
way of reason focus on abstract measures, institutional regulation
and the international level. Against what they consider as an
unfair, irrational and democratically deficient system, they
propose a host of alternatives, which are not without contradic-
tions. These share eight basic features.

Pragmatic measures over global model

In the way of reason, paths leading to the ‘other possible world’
are constructed in theory rather than through lived experience.
They are the fruit of expertise and translate into abstract, generally
universalist, proposals. Detractors of alter-globalization often cas-
tigate alter-globalization activists for their incapacity to propose
a global alternative. Experts and activists, however, emphasize
that ‘devotees of perfect systems have never brought anything but
difficulties and misfortunes to the world” (ATTAC, 2001b: 43).
Instead of a global programme, the manifestos, statements** and
other alter-globalization platforms consist of a sequence of techni-
cal and medium-range measures which are meant to interconnect
with other proposals. The most widely referred to are:

e cancellation of the third world debt and honouring
development aid commitments;

e regulation of financial markets, notably through the
implementation of international taxation;

e mobilizations against free trade agreements and negotiations;

e food sovereignty;

e fair taxation, the end to tax havens and to tax fraud
instruments;

e subjecting the rules of international trade to social, cultural
and ecological concerns, particularly those which have been
adopted by the ILO;

e denunciation of the arms trade and the ‘militarization’ of
strategic regions around the world for the purpose of
securing economic interests and natural resources;
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e preservation of biodiversity and rejection of life form
patenting;

e freedom of movement for people and denunciation of current
migration policies;

e tax measures conducive to more equitable resource distribu-
tion.

Networks’ spaces of expertise elaborate each of these measures
in great detail. Reports and books are devoted to the reform of
international institutions (Wysham et al., 1994), to alternatives
to the WTO (Global Trade Watch, 2006), to the third world debt
(Millet & Toussaint, 2005) or to water management as a global
public good (Petrella, 2001). Particular emphasis is laid on the
technical feasibility of each measure in order to assert that their
implementation primarily depends on political will. Alter-
globalization experts have achieved a certain success at this level,
if the letter sent by French President J. Chirac to the Scientific
Council of ATTAC-France is any indication: ‘You have demon-
strated that the innovative mechanisms to finance the Third
World development were technically realistic and economically
rational’ (5 November 2004).

Technical measures, political meaning and
participation

As we have seen concerning the Tobin tax, the purpose and
meaning of the measures they propose do not narrowly pertain to
economics, but are above all political and symbolic: ‘primarily,
they indicate that the political is regaining the upper hand’ (ATTAC
platform). The majority of alter-globalization proposals attempt
to combine relatively simple technical measures with citizen par-
ticipation, generally in the form of monitoring of the proposed
mechanisms. Citizen and political permanent monitoring is
believed to be the only way to keep the economy under control.
The Charter of the World Social Forum strives to oppose ‘all
totalitarian and reductionist views of economy, development and
history and the use of violence as a means of social control by the
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state’ with ‘practices of real democracy, participatory democracy’
(Article 10). Alter-globalization activists particularly contest the
model of development advocated by the World Bank, in which ‘the
advice of countries from the global south is rarely requested’, and
maintain that development funds should ‘be placed under the
authority of public powers but controlled by populations from the
global south’ (E. Toussaint, European Citizens’ Congress, 2001).

Abstraction and economism

A particular feature of the way of reason is the abstract and theo-
retical manner in which social change is conceptualized starting
from expertise, economic calculations and technical measures.
Alter-globalization experts and citizens, moreover, often share
with their neoliberal adversaries and experts of international
institutions a tendency to ‘economicism’: the reduction of complex
reality to a few calculable parameters, essentially resulting from
an economic analysis (cf. Scott, 1998). Activists of the way of
reason often tend to perceive a common source for all evil:
growing inequalities created by neoliberal globalization. This
perspective goes as far as to make economic factors the sole
source of communalist terrorism and war:*

Bombing Afghanistan would be a catastrophe. Financial crimes
should be attacked. ... Youth turn towards fanaticism because
they have no other choice. What must be done is to develop these
countries economically and give them a job. (A. Zacharie,
September 2001)

To combat terrorism, they want to restrict our freedoms. On
the contrary, what we need is a massive Keynesian programme on
a global scale. We must reduce inequalities, which breed terro-
rism. (S. George, December 2001)

The question of cultural diversity is much less present here than in
the way of subjectivity; the communities concerned are viewed
through the prism of an abstract and universalizing economism,
with all oppressed peoples considered to suffer from the same
structural problems as the rest of humanity: ‘indigenous peoples
are the first victims of debt’ (an Ecuadorian during the Genoa
Social Forum, 2001); ‘women are the worst victims of the changing
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patterns of global development caused by neo-liberal economical
policies’ (B. Karat, Indian activist, The Hindu, 27 May 2005).

The short and the very long term

The approach to change at play here lies at once in the short and
very long terms. The measures elaborated by alter-globalization
experts are immediately applicable, but are generally inscribed in
social transformations whose results must be evaluated over
decades or even generations:

We are participating in an historical movement, and social changes
are made over one or two generations. I don’t believe that I will
see any big transformations, nor that my activism will result in
particular gains where we can say, “Wow! We won that!” Yes,
there are small things, but they are really small in relation to the
size of the problem in all its complexity. (Activist from ATTAC-
Liege, interview)

A focus on the global scale

As we have seen in chapter 6, the logic of expertise is tied to a
top-down vision of change (Scott, 1998; Tilly, 2003), imple-
mented by actors capable of acting at a high level. Activists of
the way of reason prioritize the international scale over the
national, and the latter over the local. The first reason for this
stems from the universalism and degree of abstraction of the
measures generally proposed, which, to be effective, must be
implemented in broad economic and political regions. A second
reason arises from the growing integration and interdependency
at the global level (Held, 2007), whether it is the environmental
crisis or relations between capital and labour. Finally, experts and
entrepreneurs of mobilization, who strongly influence organiza-
tions of the way of reason, tend to prioritize the highest geo-
graphic levels (see chapter 3).

A more institutional vision

While the way of subjectivity is centred on the construction of
alternatives by and for activists themselves, citizens and experts
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of the way of reason give prominence to political actors and
institutions when it comes to the architecture of the ‘other pos-
sible world’. Political actors prove crucial to the initiation of
change and international institutions for its implementation.
Economic regulation and the management of international affairs
then require the construction of new institutions and reinforce-
ment of some of the existing ones.

The emergence of counter-power

Although it gives policy makers a prominent role, the way of
reason is not a quest for elected positions, both because activists
believe that the necessary transformations must take place at
another level, notably a change in dominant ideas, and because
of lessons drawn from previous movements which took this
path. Activists believe that political power will transform alter-
globalization leaders who acquire it just as power corrupted past
movements”: ‘If the movement takes power, money and power
will corrupt our leaders. We have to transform the nature of
politics! What we need are struggles, constructive actions and a
change of values’ (an Indian activist, WSF, 2004). The way of
reason thus relies on a strategy of counter-power: ‘There is a dif-
ference of function. Parties are situated on the side of power.
Either they hold it, or they strive to hold it. ATTAC wants to
construct counter-powers in society so that citizens can re-
conquer the spaces of freedom that would enable them to
influence the course of things’ (ATTAC, 2002: 26). The alter-
globalization activists’ logic of counter-power requires a certain
recognition of civil society actors as interlocutors on the part of
political actors and institutions,*® which often demands a sub-
stantial lobbying from civil society actors (cf. Massicotte, 2004).

Beyond reform and revolution

The traditional distinction made by movements of the industrial
society between ‘revolutionary’ and ‘reformist’ approaches loses
its relevance for alter-globalization activists. Certainly, some
activists remain more radical than others, but all appear to believe
that, to eradicate capitalism or to try to ‘give it a more human
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face’, there must be a first step of concrete measures with limited
significance: the Tobin tax, cancellation of the third world debt
or GATS are thus primarily ‘lines of attack which enable other
questions to be opened’ (an activist from Global Trade Watch,
WSEF, 2003). More fundamentally, the debate between reformist
and revolutionary measures has cooled down because this
distinction refers to strategies of exercising power, whereas these
actors operate according to counter-power logic. Many alter-
globalization experts assert that, ‘to be revolutionary or anti-
capitalist says nothing to me’ (A. Zacharie, interview, 2003) ; ‘We
don’t think anymore in terms of revolution or reform but of trans-
formation’ (a US scholar activists in his sixties, interview, 2009).
Consequently, in attempts to understand contemporary move-
ments, contrasting reformist and revolutionary attitudes would
prove ‘more dangerous than useful. It would be a transcription of
social struggles in political terms’ (Touraine, 1978: 120).

In this context, is the alter-globalization movement then anti-
capitalist? This obviously depends on the definition of capitalism.
K. Polanyi (2001 [1944]) defined it primarily as the construction
of a self-regulating market. In this sense, the alter-globalization
movement which struggles to impose social and political regula-
tions on the economic system is clearly anti-capitalist. However,
it doesn’t mean that all alter-globalization activists are in favour
of a total change in the economic system. Most recognize some
virtue to the market, as long as it is regulated and subsumed to
democratic and social concerns. What is at stake is the end of the
domination of finance, of profit as the central value, and of rising
inequalities, as well as a profound transformation of the relations
between the economic and the political; whether or not this dif-
ferent society is qualified as capitalist is, for most activists, of
little interest.

Conclusion

The way of reason cannot be limited to expertise alone. It is
organized around two central elements: expertise (defined as an
abstract knowledge on a specific issue) and citizen participation.
The entire exercise then consists of articulating these two pillars
in each dimension of the movement: the role of experts and that
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of citizens; technical measures and participation in alternatives;
lobbying and popular education; spreading expert knowledge and
intellectual autonomy of citizens; the legitimacy of knowledge
and that of numbers.

Knowledge, information and expertise (defined as ‘technical
knowledge of a precise subject or area’) are central as they allow
citizens to participate in debates on globalization, to critique
neoliberal ideology in the name of economic rationality, and to
construct alternative policies. The necessity for delegation intro-
duces a fundamental difference between the two trends of alter-
globalization. The way of subjectivity is performative, the subject
and the object of alter-globalization action are identical: the con-
struction of spaces of experience already belongs to the desired
other world. In the way of reason, spaces of expertise aim to
produce rational arguments in order to reinforce active citizen-
ship but this ‘other world’ should not itself be a world of experts.

Relying on these two pillars, actors of the way of reason strive
to break the neoliberal hegemony by formulating theoretical cri-
tiques around two core values they share with their adversaries:
rationality and democracy. The alter-globalization movement
has, beyond a doubt, enjoyed a certain success at this level: “The
work of delegitimizing the system is done. No one still believes
that we live in the best of worlds. ... Now everyone knows that
markets are not self-regulated’ (A. Zacharie, interview, January
2003). A. Minc, a French intellectual and defender of ‘happy
neoliberal globalization’ (Minc, 1997), even published a pam-
phlet in 2003 in which he expressed his concerns that alter-
globalization was becoming the new hegemonic thinking. Several
of the movement’s main adversaries have been pushed to change
their discourse: social themes are so prominent on the website of
the World Economic Forum and, to a lesser extent, that of the
World Bank, that they sometimes even resemble the website of a
Social Forum. With the global financial and economic crisis that
started in 2007, some alter-globalization arguments and propos-
als have been introduced by several of the G-20 leaders (see
chapter 10). Beyond the discourses, few have, however, been
implemented.
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Tensions and Collaborations

Common problematics

In the previous two parts, we analysed the two paths which lie
at the heart of the alter-globalization movement. Each has its own
response to the general questions which inspire alter-globaliza-
tion activists: How to become an actor in the global age? How
to organize a movement? How to ‘change the world’? For some,
the alternatives to neoliberal globalization rely on a transforma-
tion of social relations, rooted in everyday life; others focus on a
regulation of the economy through technical measures and a
democratization of international institutions. The origin and
success of the alter-globalization movement lie in its capacity to
bring together those who challenge neoliberalism in the name of
their subjectivity, oppressed by the consumer society and by the
power of transnational companies, and those who challenge it by
attacking the irrationality of a hyper-capitalist economy unchained
from all social and political regulation. This encounter between
two different logics against a common adversary — ‘neoliberal
globalization’ — was present in all the moments in which the alter-
globalization movement was symbolically established: the
Zapatista uprising; the Seattle mobilizations; the first local and
national alter-globalization convergences and Social Forums.
Deeply rooted in local indigenous communities, the Zapatista
uprising began on the day that the North American Free Trade
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Agreement entered into force. In addition to the demand for rec-
ognition and autonomy a challenge to the dominant development
model and to neoliberal globalization are also constitutive of the
movement. The first ‘Declaration of Selva Lacondona’, one of the
founding texts of the movement, published on 2 February 1994,
paints the devastation wrought by the neoliberal economy and
decries the ‘heavy tribute paid by Chiapas to capitalism’, the
conformism of ‘hegemonic thinking’ and the pillage of natural
resources (EZLN, 1994: 51, 52, 61). Zapatism combines com-
munity defence, support for the democratization of Mexico and
opposition to global neoliberalism.

The Seattle mobilization staged a dramatic meeting of these
two trends. It was characterized by a cross-fertilization (Della
Porta, 2005) of the logics of the rejection of power-domination,
alternative sociabilities and carnivalesque, festive demonstration
on one side, with those of the counter-power of lobbying and
popular education on the other. Alongside NGO experts and
several organizations who had access to the conference centre,
exercising various kinds of pressure on government delegations,
the streets were occupied by trade unionists as well as black blocs,
alter-activists and ecologists who transformed the mobilization
into a festive party and a place to express their creativity.
Numerous counter-summits later repeated this model, combining
the features of the two ways of the alter-globalization movement.
Even during the 2001 G-8 counter-summit, between two protests
dominated by symbolic and expressive aspects and strong con-
frontation with the police, the Genoa Social Forum organized a
morning of workshops and debates on traditional alter-globaliza-
tion themes: cancelling third world debt, financial speculation,
the welfare state, and so on.

If, as we are claiming, the encounter between subjective and
modernizing trends is a structural feature of alter-globalization,
it should be evident wherever the movement is at all active. The
case studies we carried out amply bore out the hypothesis. In
Nicaragua, although alter-globalization was only in its early
stages, the first meeting of the ‘Nicaragua Social Forum’ in the
town of Leén, on 5 and 6 July 2003, was marked by the diver-
gences and convergences between these two trends. On one side,
participants insisted on the importance of drafting a platform
focusing on economic and political issues that needed to be
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debated in Nicaragua. On the other, activists argued that ‘it is
most important first of all to get to know ourselves and explain
what we are doing locally, how we are resisting in our lives and
in our movements’ (an activist from Matagalpa). What was essen-
tial for the latter was to exchange experiences, develop convivial
social relations and root the struggle locally. The Nicaragua
Social Forum was born and developed, modestly, out of the
meeting of these two trends.

The Social Forums are another, particularly strong, incarna-
tion of this meeting of the two logics. They constitute open spaces
(Sen & Keraghel, 2004) intended to foster exchange and collabo-
ration among actors belonging to the two alter-globalization
trends. Conceptualized by committed intellectuals strongly tied
to the way of reason and rather institutionalized, the very first
WSF was soon overwhelmed by the creativity of participants from
all over the world, the mix of experiences, autonomous spaces
and the increasing will to implement alternatives. Most activists
consider the informal exchange of activist experience with people
from different countries, during attendance at official forum
workshops, to be a privilege. The Indian WSF reinforced this
expressive aspect with its dances, songs and theatrical perfor-
mances of the crowd in the alley-ways of the Forum. It also
underlined the importance of concrete alternative implementa-
tion, including the use of free software. The meeting between the
two paths also played out at the level of each individual partici-
pant, who shuttled constantly from a technical workshop to the
swell of subjectivities in the alley-ways and the exchange of
experience with other activists. The Social Forums are thus simul-
taneously spaces for the elaboration of expertise and for experi-
mentation with another world; for popular education and for
exchanges of experience. Conceived on the model of academic
colloquiums, the World Social Forums have been overrun by sub-
jectivity and expressive activism from all sides. On its own, the
way of reason is not sufficient to explain the World Social Forums
or organizations like ATTAC or ReMALC, whose founders clearly
wished to associate them with the rational and modernizing trend.

Whatever the intent of their founders, neither ATTAC nor the
World Social Forums have been limited to networks of committed
intellectuals, nor even to the way of reason. Absent from
the founding texts of ATTAC, the subjective aspect is hardly
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mentioned in the writings and discourses of the main leaders of
the organization. But the agendas of local chapters have gone far
beyond forums on economic texts, organizing theatre evenings,
creative protests, and art exhibits. Moreover, when 7,000 sup-
porters of ATTAC gathered on 19 January 2002 at Le Zénith
(Paris), the organization’s economic issues were certainly present,
but it was the emotionally charged speeches which had the great-
est impact on the audience. The stage was then given over to
musicians who kept the party going with these ardent defenders
of the Tobin tax for three hours. This is far from the studious
atmosphere of reading groups and cold technical calculations of
the preferred percentage at which to tax financial transactions.

The heuristic distinction on which previous sections of this
book rely, between the way of subjectivity and that of reason,
should be considered an analytical tool. The two paths run
through the spectrum of alter-globalization organizations and
activists, though most actors are more closely tied to one or the
other trend. Even within those actors used in previous chapters
to illustrate one of these logics, the two cannot be totally isolated.
While it is certainly true that involvement in alternative social
centres such as Barricade is primarily rooted in experience, sub-
jectivity and the local, these activists also mobilized to put pres-
sure on their municipal council to pass a resolution against the
GATS, with activists explaining the technical aspects to the local
population and elected officials. In the same way, while alter-
activist youth prioritize actions and creativity, panels on very
abstract topics were organized in their autonomous spaces around
the Social Forums. Conversely, expert networks and organiza-
tions like ATTAC have developed a convivial and festive aspect
to their gatherings, often combining them with cultural events or
even direct actions.

The counter-summits, Social Forums, and the many alter-
globalization coordinating spaces provide opportunities for alter-
globalization activists to mingle and to create the elements of a
common identity beyond their diversity. However, presence in the
same location and shared reference points offer no more than a
context of encounter and do not determine the manner in which
the different trends combine, maintain their distance or even
confront each other. To what extent do activists of the way of
subjectivity and citizens of the way of reason share an interest in
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the values and practices of the other trend? Is a cross-fertilization
process taking place within the alter-globalization movement?
Or, conversely, is alter-globalization ruptured between a subjec-
tive and expressive revolt on the one hand, and a movement
focused on economic measures and the reform of international
institutions on the other?

Three main forms of managing the tension between subjectivity
and reason within the alter-globalization movement can be dif-
ferentiated: dichotomization, absorption and cross-fertilization.

Dichotomization: from tension to opposition

When the alter-globalization movement is unable — or can no
longer — tie together the paths of subjectivity and reason, the risk
of evaporating into the particular and the local or, conversely,
into the universal and global increase. The two paths then become
autonomous, abandoning the difficult relations which linked
them and manifesting a dichotomized, ruptured, form of alter-
globalization, as isolated historical and cultural movements,
united in nothing but a struggle against a common, vaguely
defined adversary (‘corporate globalization’, the ‘Washington
Consensus’, etc.). In this situation, divergences rapidly become
ruptures, leading to a delegitimation of the other trend, whose
actions are either ignored as useless or perceived as counter-
productive and even dangerous for the movement. The lack of
continuity or of direct impact on policy makers, for example, can
bring leaders of the way of reason to regard spaces of experience
and actions expressing subjectivity as marginal: ‘It’s really nice,
but this camp produces nothing concrete’, remarked an ATTAC
activist after visiting the activist youth camp against the 2003
G-8 summit. For their part, alter-activist youth and anarchists
are harsh judges of the approach taken by NGO and WSF leaders:
‘In the end, it does nothing but reproduce the system in place’;
“The organisers want to establish themselves as leaders of the
European social movements. They want to become partners to
negotiate the EU.’!

In other cases, the other path is no longer considered a distinct
trend of the same movement but as harmful actors impeding the
movement’s development, even enemies who are criticized with
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greater vehemence than neoliberal adversaries. During the first
protest march against the WTO summit in Cancun, after throw-
ing stones at police, a black bloc began aiming their projectiles
at the leaders of organizations who attempted to calm protesters
and negotiate with police. They viewed them as ‘belonging to the
same system as the police and the WTO?’ (interview with a member
of this black bloc). Without going as far, some extreme actors of
the way of subjectivity view ATTAC and the NGOs as bodies
charged with ‘recuperating’ the movement, preventing the start
of ‘real change’.? Activists close to anarchist currents are thus
generally extremely critical of ‘alter-globalization leaders’ and the
structures — considered very bureaucratic — of the main organiza-
tions and of the ‘conferences at the end of the world which, in
the end, don’t result in much’ (Catalan activist). Some refuse to
participate in the Social Forums which they believe to be ‘con-
trolled by a majority of salaried activists working for NGOs
subsidized by national and European government agencies. It is
the way in which the political class will try to control and destroy
this alter/antiglobalization movement.” They thus call for people
to ‘Drop the ESF, ATTAC and other NGOs: instead prepare for
the revolution in your street!” (comment published on Indymedia
France, October 2003) and to organize anti-capitalist villages
such as the one against the 2003 G-8 summit at Evian and the
‘libertarian social forums’ held in opposition to the Paris, Malmo
and Porto Alegre Social Forums.

Similarly, distrust of activist youth, anarchists and black blocs
is strongest where intellectual leaders dominate. At the end of
2001, a leading female intellectual mounted such a virulent
crusade against the ‘violence of the black blocs’ — believing that
their actions delegitimized alter-globalization as a whole and in
fact served their adversaries — that she provoked the dissolution
of the Citizens Coordination against the WTO in Paris. Numerous
activists of the way of reason believe that masked protesters ‘are
not activists, but people who came for a brawl’ (ATTAC official
during the Nice protests) — even if, in this case, they were
very politicized black blocs who participate fully in the alter-
globalization movement. Many activists of the way of reason
would like to see the movement’s organization keeping some clear
distance between itself and these groups: “We must condemn the
anarchists. They are not there for the same thing as us!” (ATTAC



Tensions and Collaborations 187

activist cited in Le Monde, 22 July 2001, p. 2). The evening after
the main protest at Genoa, learning of the death of a young pro-
tester, several activists taking part in an ATTAC-France meeting
stated that “The black blocs were really seeking this. They’ve got
what they were looking for.’

This dichotomization is often accompanied by a sectarianism
within each of the paths, which quickly transforms divergences
into divisions preventing any form of collaboration. The actors
best positioned to bring the two paths of alter-globalization
together are then cast out of the organizations; this happened,
for example, to the webmaster of ATTAC-France, who became
closer to various alter-activist networks and was soon fired from
the ATTAC headquarters team.

The 2004 European Social Forum in London

The three forms of encounter refer more to ideal-types than con-
crete reality. However, certain events may approach one form
closely. In this way, the European Social Forum held in London
(15-17 October 2004) represented a strong polarization of the
two paths, all dialogue being impossible between partisans of the
two logics.

The importance of the local and national scene in the realiza-
tion of each international alter-globalization event has already
been underlined. English alter-globalization civil society is par-
ticularly polarized. Actors close to the way of subjectivity are very
active, through small but abundant networks strongly rooted in
the way of subjectivity: hundreds of disobedience and alternative
resistance groups throughout the country work against the G-8,
vivisection or new highways that threaten Britain’s forests. These
labyrinths of local networks spawned Reclaim the Streets, an
alter-activist network which has organized many direct actions
relying on theatre and a festive spirit to call forth other social
relations and a more convivial world. It helped initiate the first
‘global day of resistance’ around the G-7 summit in Birmingham
in 1998, and has since become known internationally. But England
is also home to numerous major international NGOs who joined
the alter-globalization movement and the World Social Forums,
including Oxfam and Jubilee 2000. Symbolic actions and talks
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for the cancellation of third world debt were therefore organized
around the same summit in Birmingham. In addition to these two
trends, two other forces played a determining role in the organi-
zation of the ESF in London, marking the event by their deter-
mination to hijack it: the Mayor of London, Labour Party rebel
Ken Livingstone; and extreme left political groups, notably the
Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP).

During the first preparatory meetings of the 2004 European
Social Forum, discussions between the alternative networks and
the more formalized social and political actors were described as
‘very tense’ by foreign observers. A few months later, all dialogue
had become impossible. The two trends confronted each other
over radically different visions of organizing the forum. Despite
the intervention of four foreign mediators (two Italians and two
French), no real dialogue could be established between actors
close to the way of subjectivity and the very politicized compo-
nents who dominated the way of reason. The latter modelled the
organization of the ESF after a labour or political gathering; with
professionals taking care of logistical aspects, tasks outsourced
to private companies (like food and security), agreements negoti-
ated between participating organizations and a pre-eminent place
reserved for leaders of the social and political organizations in
the ‘official’ forum panels. In the end, 17,000 people participated;
far less than at the two previous ESFs (respectively, 50,000 and
35,000 participants). While at previous ESFs alternative spaces
had ‘one foot in the forum, one foot out’, actors of the way of
subjectivity this time preferred to create meeting and discussion
spaces entirely ‘outside’ and often against the ‘official’ forum.
Organized by the “Wombles’, alter-activists, libertarians and net-
works close to the People’s Global Action Network, the main
alternative forum, ‘Beyond the ESF’) attempted to create more
horizontal and participatory spaces ‘in which local residents and
the community will be able to interact, learn and experiment with
new ways of exploring our future together’ (‘Beyond the ESF’
flyer). These alternative forums were thus spaces of conviviality,
discussion, meeting and implementation of a horizontal and par-
ticipatory way of organizing. However, all of these initiatives
brought together far fewer people than the ‘official’ forum.

Such a dichotomization of the movement had four main
consequences.
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First, actors most apt to encourage a liaison between the two
poles become less involved in the process. Some large British
NGOs including Oxfam, who actively support the World Social
Forums, retreated from the organization of the London ESF. The
field was thus abandoned to libertarians and creative activists on
one side, and the politicians and extreme left activists on the
other.

Second, once the networks who objected to the incoherence
between practice and the values espoused by the movement were
excluded, there was no longer a counter-balance to tendencies
leaning towards a hierarchical organization of the ‘official’ forum.
The rather authoritarian nature of decision-making processes, the
private security guards charged with expelling those who had not
paid registration fees, and the heaps of flyers and notices for
workshops which littered the rooms after the crowds left may be
taken as examples of this perspective. The alternative networks
moreover protested: ‘the experts and leaders [who| preach plati-
tudes from their podiums; the food served by chain restaurants
who under-pay their employees; no policy for recycling litter; the
media centre zapped freeware’ (alter-activist who participated in
the alternative spaces).

Third, each side perceived only the most extreme aspects of
the other. The ‘alternatives’ viewed the official ESF as the ‘head-
quarters of the campaign for the Mayor of London’ or a place
‘where all the speeches are pre-fabricated [and from which]
nothing interesting can result’. Conversely, the official organizers
reduced the alternatives to groups of dangerous provocateurs or
window-smashers. In this context, relations between the two
trends of the same movement were transformed into confronta-
tion between enemies. When three young activists from one of
the alternative forums attempted to climb onto the stage during
the ESF closing march in order to denounce the way in which the
Mayor of London and the Socialist Workers’ Party had controlled
the ESF, organizers immediately called the police, who arrested
them before they were able to speak.’

Fourth, this dichotomized form of the movement was accom-
panied by an increased logic of competition among organizations
of the official ESF. Strong tensions arose between the main orga-
nizers of the official forum and many participating organizations.
Each organization was eager to promote its workshops, sell its
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publications and boost its membership. From a resource mobiliza-
tion perspective, the 17,000 participants represented an enor-
mous ‘activist market’ for civil society organizations and small
political parties. On the one hand, the important support of the
mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, was offset by his seizing
control of some aspects of the forum, including the ESF website
which was entirely controlled by City Hall. On the other hand,
many extreme left parties and groups viewed the event as an
opportunity to increase their visibility and recruit new members.
At each entrance to the forum, participants were assailed by
Trotskyist groups selling their publications and trying to attract
new supporters. The Socialist Workers® Party, which had played
a major role in advancing the English candidacy for the ESF, was
particularly visible — and criticized — throughout the forum. The
group ‘Revolution’ relied on underhanded means to exercise
control over the “Youth Assembly of the ESF’, resorting to dis-
course and practices from an era long put to rest. In a room
stacked with their members, having listened to several comments
from the floor, three organizers presented different paragraphs
from a statement that they had already written. The reading was
punctuated by applause and three critical comments from outside
activists were roundly booed by the audience. The few ‘dissidents’
preferred to leave the room before the text was adopted ‘unani-
mously’; it was then presented as the ‘youth contribution to the
ESF’.

The English alter-globalization movement emerged much
divided from this ESF and the behaviour of the political actors,
especially the SWP, was denounced by many European activists.
Several English organizations were also very critical, admonish-
ing the organizers for their ‘excessive verticalism’ (release by
ATTAC-UK, sent on the ESF list, 30 October 2004). The impact
on the ESF of this radical divorce between actors of the way
of reason and those of the way of subjectivity was, however,
attenuated by a series of factors. The first stems from the relative
importance of the European movements and dynamics. Since
2001, the ‘European preparatory assemblies’ (EPA) have played
an important role in organizing the forums (Doerr, 2009). Apart
from the political brawls, the forum offered spaces for workshops
and popular education activities organized in a relatively autono-
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mous manner by hundreds of European civil society organiza-
tions. Moreover, while the delegates of organizations heavily
involved in the preparatory assemblies were aware of the
conflicts, most of the organizations which participated, foreign
activists and Londoners coming to learn more about alter-
globalization, only heard echoes of the squabbles. For most
participants, the Social Forum remained an agora for learning,
debate, exchange of experience and strategy, and for meeting
other alter-globalists.

Absorption: tension erased by hegemony

In other situations, the configuration of the alter-globalization
movement is such that the tension between the two paths disap-
pears under the hegemony of one pole. What remains is a purely
expressive or a purely instrumental movement. Like a black hole,
whose gravity is so strong that it swallows up all neighbouring
stars and the farthest light, a pole or an organization which
becomes hegemonic transforms the network, absorbing all nearby
organizations and attracting all the attention given to the move-
ment, whether social, political or media coverage. It barely allows
actors from the other pole to develop. Empirically, absorption can
assume the form of the hegemony of an organization attached to
one of the two poles. The competition between movements’ orga-
nizations can thus lead to a situation of monopoly, where a single
organization comes to embody the entire alter-globalization
movement. The alter-globalization network then acquires a centre
and leaders — those of the dominant organization — while other
voices do not find a place or are silenced. This was the case in
France, where ATTAC assumed a hegemonic position between
1998 and 2001.

Since its inception, ATTAC-France was able to gather the
energies of very diverse organizations and activists around its
unifying platform. Thanks to its effectiveness, visibility and
27,000 members, it occupied the centre of the French alter-
globalization scene, practically absorbing the whole of French
alter-globalization civil society between 1998 and 2001. Almost
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all French alter-globalization initiatives were closely associated
with ATTAC, whose members generally made up more than
half of the participants in alter-globalization demonstrations.*
During this period, in both Belgium and France, ‘when social
justice networks had to take a position on any question, ATTAC
was generally asked to set the tone, so first of all they came
to ask us what to think before saying anything at all” (an
activist from ATTAC-Liege). The media also focused on the
organization, so much so that B. Cassen came to deplore its
‘over-mediatization’.®

ATTAC was viewed as the sole representative of alter-
globalization in France. Even at the end of 2003, acting president
J. Nikonoff continued to believe that, ‘for many citizens,
ATTAC represents and embodies the alter-globalization move-
ment’ (General Assembly of ATTAC-France, 30 November
2003). The space left for other protest actors was extremely
narrow. Many spaces of expertise which were not connected
to ATTAC, such as the Observatoire de la mondialisation,
gradually disappeared, while actions and activists of the way of
subjectivity were stifled, failing to develop in France as they
had elsewhere.

Far from the ‘network, without hierarchical structure or geo-
graphic centre’ written into its international platform, ATTAC
restructured the French alter-globalization network from a
polyarchic network to a coalition centred in Paris’ (Wintrebert,
2007) under the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ found in many social
movements (Michels, 1966 [1911]). This hegemonic behaviour of
some leaders was the main reason for the failure of the creation
of a French Social Forum, which was steadily opposed by ATTAC
delegates in convergence meetings.

However, the situation has evolved. Starting in 2003, ATTAC
experienced a decline. Critiques of ‘ATTAC’s hegemonic
behaviour’ levelled by the ‘No Vox’ network (illegal migrants,
homeless, unemployed, etc.), for example, began to hurt the orga-
nization. Other spaces of expertise on alter-globalization topics
emerged, either autonomously or within organizations, trade
unions and alter-globalization coordinating bodies. The Fondation
Copernic and the ‘citizens’ committees’, for example, were central
to the alter-globalization debate on the European Constitution in
2005. Actors of the way of subjectivity also began to grow and
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spread. Among them, the alter-activist youth of Vamos played an
important role in the G-8 counter-summit at Evian in 2003. The
translators’ network Babels also developed in France and rein-
forced the way of subjectivity in that country. Within ATTAC,
local committees gradually assumed greater weight, although
they had long been confined to a ‘consultative’ role. The scandal
surrounding ATTAC?’s internal elections fraud in 2006 thus only
reinforced the decline of the organization and the distrust with
which its historic leaders were regarded by a growing number of
alter-globalists.

Alter-globalization having been identified with this one orga-
nization for a long time in France, many citizens and journalists
have associated the decline of ATTAC with that of the whole
alter-globalization movement, while actors more oriented towards
the way of subjectivity generally remain in the shadows or are
not considered part of the alter-globalization movement.

Combination: tensions and complementarities

The alter-globalization movement was born, not from a subjec-
tive revolt nor from a rational challenge to neoliberalism, but out
of the encounter of these two paths. Cross-fertilization should
not be confused with a fusion, erasing the differences between
the two trends. The opposition and complementarity of these
two paths is at the heart of the alter-globalization movement.
From this perspective, the tension, which is expressed primarily
through conflict and debate among activists and organizations,
must not be mistaken for a diversion or deficiency of the alter-
globalization movement. On the contrary, it creates a dynamism
spurring the movement to adapt to new situations and innovate.
Constructive criticism by one of its two constitutive trends is the
engine of the movement’s evolution. For example, the organiza-
tion of the World Social Forum, which was initiated mainly by
experts of the way of reason, has increasingly come under fire by
actors of the way of subjectivity, who, since 2001, have insisted
on the value of democratic opening and experimentation with
concrete alternatives. These critiques achieved a first victory in
the more decentralized way of organizing the fourth and, even
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more so, fiftth World Social Forums, in which actors of the way
of subjectivity and ‘ordinary citizens’ enjoyed much greater space.

WSF 200S5: a will to opening, decentralization
and combination

The fifth World Social Forum was held at Porto Alegre in January
2005. The international political and economic context hardly
seemed favourable. The re-election of G. W. Bush in November
2004 was a severe blow from which alter-globalization activists
were still reeling and, after the massive mobilization against the
war of 15 February 2003, anti-war protests had definitely lan-
guished. Many believed that the movement had ‘suffocated” and
the situation seemed ripe for internal fights and increased insti-
tutionalization. The European Social Forum (ESF) in London in
October 2004 had been a disappointment. Returning to its
stronghold of Porto Alegre, the forum had to deal with the sensi-
tive matter of its own routinization. The WSF was targeted by
three basic critiques: lack of democracy in the organizing process,
particularly within the International Council; the institutional-
ization of certain bodies and the growing influence of NGOs;
and the structural problem of weak integration of the poor
and of people of colour (Dawson, 2005). On top of these chal-
lenges to the routine and manner of organizing the forum
was the additional challenge of numbers. The first four World
Social Forums had grown from 15,000 to 50,000 to 100,000 to
120,000 participants. In 2005, 170,000 people participated in
the forum; 200,000 protesters marched the streets of Porto Alegre
at its opening and some 6,200 journalists covered the event.
This massive participation testified to the real success the alter-
globalization movement continued to enjoy despite the difficult
political and economic context. But given the scale, how to avoid
allowing the organizers’ central problem from degenerating into
one of ‘managing the crowds’, to borrow the words of a Brazilian
organizer in 2003? How to avoid relegating participants to the
role of passive spectators? How to avoid a growing institutional-
ization of the organization?

The founders of the WSF emerged for the most part from
international intellectual elites very close to the way of reason.
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This logic retained the upper hand throughout the different
forums, the first of which strongly resembled alternative academic
congresses on a university campus. Since then, calling for greater
consistency between the movement’s ideals and practices at the
forum, people close to the way of subjectivity have criticized
the organization of the WSF, demanding that ‘the forum also be
made a place to experiment with practical alternatives’,® by
promoting the active participation of everyone, respecting the
environment and advancing social economy. Starting with
the way of subjectivity, criticisms of WSF organizing were relayed
all the way up to the International Council: ‘the WSF must fulfil
two functions: symbolically, it must show a strong resistance to
neoliberalism and the World Economic Forum and develop
alternatives. . . . But it must also be a place to experiment with
alternatives.”” The experiences of the Mumbai Forum and the
youth camps thus became reference points for experimenting with
the use of free software, the promotion of active participation
and the involvement of activists in all the organizational and
logistical aspects of the forum (see pp. 214-15).

These different factors encouraged organizers of the 2005
WSF to give greater priority to ‘implementing a change in con-
crete practices’. They achieved a better integration of the pole
of subjectivity and provided a more active role for hundreds of
organizations. Rather than rail against the privatization of educa-
tion in the private Pontifical Catholic University of Porto Alegre,
the main venue of the previous WSF, forum participants held their
discussions within the canvas walls of huge tents. Food was sold
by small businesses aligned with a solidarity-based economy, and
WSF bags were manufactured by organizations active in social
reintegration. Free software and alternative technologies were
also used. The biggest organizational change was undoubtedly
the decentralization of the forum and the ‘self-organization’ of
the entire range of activities, as discussed further in the next
chapter. Thus the forum was, to a greater extent than any of its
predecessors, a ‘terrain of experimentation to invent technical
solutions and alternative modes of organization’. A clear limit
of this process must nevertheless be mentioned: the proportion of
women speakers was much lower than at the 2003 and 2004
forums, both of which had made a concerted effort in this
area.
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The improved cross-fertilization of the two paths during the
2005 WSF did not result from absorption, in which the differ-
ences between the two poles had been reduced. On the contrary,
each of the trends was reinforced, more present and better inte-
grated into the WSF dynamic than previously. The fifth WSF in
fact had a record number of big international NGOs, who took
the opportunity to launch a huge international campaign against
hunger. Catholic and Protestant NGOs were also massively
present. Their third world development components (such as
Jubilee South and the French Catholic Committee against Hunger
and for Development) had been involved since the first forums.
This time, even the 160 national member organizations of Caritas
had all received an email message urging them to participate in
the forum. Pax Romana, the World Council of Churches and
numerous congregations also attended the forum.

Regarding the way of subjectivity, with 33,000 participants,
the youth camp had never been as large. Previously relegated to
a spot several kilometres away from the ‘official forum’, this time
the youth camp was located at the centre of the site. Its impact
on the entire event constituted one of the major transformations
of the 2005 forum. The festive and convivial aspect was certainly
present in the camp, but in addition countless discussions were
held in the seven ‘autonomous spaces’ organized by youth of
diverse affiliation: Latin American political parties, Brazilian
social movements, and international alter-activist networks
inspired by Zapatism. In contrast to the London European Social
Forum, and while they remained critical of the ‘official forum’,
the activists of these autonomous spaces strove ‘not to be excluded
from the forum,” maintaining ‘one foot inside, one foot outside’.
An Argentinian activist from an alter-activist autonomous space
expressed a widely shared opinion: ‘There are few international
meeting spaces in Latin America. Consequently, even for those
of us who criticize the forum, it is really necessary.” The 2005
WSF reciprocal will towards openness and dialogue was also
illustrated by the participation of International Council members
in some of the youth camp discussions.

The relative strength of each pole was even reflected in the
topics discussed during the forum. With more than 400 concerts
and cultural activities, culture and art were more present than
previously — in discussion as well as concerts and exhibits. At the
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same time, the major campaign at the forum was the ‘fight against
poverty’ launched by big international NGOs. The forum was
also characterized by numerous discussions on new information
and communication technologies. From alternative information
websites to free software, this topic is especially favourable to a
cross-fertilization of the two paths, combining legal and technical
aspects with the assertion of new forms of cultural expression.
More than in the past, this forum brought together two very dif-
ferent views of social change. Rooms were packed to join discus-
sions with philosophers of anti-power, particularly John Holloway;
but hundreds also turned out for workshops devoted to reforming
international institutions, and the UN in particular. While some
swapped experiences, others were talking strategy and seeking
effective tactics, especially in mounting political pressure: “We do
political lobbying, we must convince the law makers’, summa-
rized Riccardo Petrella in a workshop about access to water. The
objective was precise and expressed numerically: ‘plugging one
and a half billion human beings into the potable water network’.

While the way of reason still dominates the WSF, originally
conceived by and for intellectuals, reflection and criticism ema-
nating from the way of subjectivity have had a real impact on the
organization of the event and have greatly contributed to its
success in spite of the difficulty of the political context. It must
be stressed, however, that the three forms of encounter are ideal-
types which are not clear-cut in reality. Thus, while the cross-
fertilization of the two paths clearly improved, this is not the
whole story of the 2005 WSF. Lack of comprehension remained
between actors of the two trends, which may occupy the same
space without starting a real dialogue. The following conversa-
tions, which took place in the same small square within the vast
site of the 2005 Forum, illustrate this point. On Thursday, 27
January, several young activists discussed the value of a gigantic
banner hanging some 200 metres away, unfurled the previous day
by international NGOs in the context of their campaign against
poverty. They lamented the ‘waste of money’ and asked in what
way the banner would help poor people. Two days later, in the
same location, an organizer of the Belgian Social Forum dis-
cussed the utility of the discussions then underway in the autono-
mous space of the alter-activist youth forum, adjacent to the small
square: ‘It’s an interesting debate, but what use is it? The policy
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makers aren’t there, neither are the journalists who could relay
it; and I don’t think that it will lead to any concrete strate-
gies. . . . Politicians listen to NGOs and journalists, not youth!’
Actors of the two paths can thus successfully collaborate at the
same World Social Forum without debating or understanding
each other."

The 2007 mobilization against the G-8
in Heiligendamm

At the beginning of June 2007, a week of mobilization against
the G-8 in north-east Germany gave alter-globalization activists
an unprecedented visibility in public opinion and media in that
country. The international mobilization was marked by the
enthusiasm of German activists from different generations, as
well as their experience in non-violent direct actions and their
ability to unite a high degree of efficiency and the horizontal
affinity networks that involved thousands in decision-making
processes.

The mobilization was characterized by the convergence and
reciprocal support of actors from the two paths of alter-
globalization. Opened with a march of some 75,000 people in
the streets of the neighbouring town of Rostock, the week of
protest represented the most important alter-globalization mobi-
lization ever achieved in Germany. Activists from very diverse
tendencies participated, from punks to Pax Christi, young
members of the socialist party and counter-cultural squatters’
groups. In contrast to most alter-globalization events and mobi-
lizations, teenagers between fifteen and twenty years old were
numerous. Many of these marched with the black blocs (that
gathered more than 3,000 people), adopting the style more as a
subculture and identity than a mode of action.

The different paths of alter-globalization had a place in the
multiple activities of the counter-summit. Actors close to the way
of subjectivity gathered in three camps, where 10,000 youth alter-
activists and anarchists debated, took action and lived an alterna-
tive experience. The days were devoted to protest, workshops in
the camps, and preparation for blockades. Evenings were filled
with discussions around the camp fires, film screenings, and
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songs and dances late into the night. Drawing on the experience
of alter-globalization youth camps, which have multiplied since
2002, and supported by the long German tradition of autonomy
and organization, the self-organization of the camps combined
participation and efficiency, experiments in autonomy and the
functional organization of numerous aspects of communal life,
from organic food to techno-parties, security, workshops and
discussions, cleaning and direct action training.

Citizens and experts of the way of reason organized a large
alter-globalization forum in the city centre. Many youth activists
attended certain activities of this forum and, conversely, citizens
and experts did not fail to show their solidarity with the more
direct actions blocking the roads to the seaside resort where the
G-8 leaders were meeting. Despite the imposing police set-up,
some blockades lasted for more than thirty-six hours. The success
of this peaceful action and its essentially symbolic impact were
due to the German experience of blocking nuclear convoys and
the numerous preparatory meetings to train thousands in care-
fully defined tactics, as well as the involvement of activists from
different generations.

The mutual support and cross-fertilization between the actors
of the two paths, however, did not prevent strong tensions from
emerging within some German alter-globalization organizations,
crystallizing around the question of ‘black bloc violence’. The few
broken windows and limited confrontations with the police were
essentially the work of a small minority of more experienced
activists from Europe and particularly Greece. The mobilizations
over the following days were marked by resolutely peaceful
marches in support of migrants, against war, and in defence of
peasant farming. However, the acts of violence sparked a huge
debate in the country. The leaders of ATTAC-Germany immedi-
ately and firmly condemned them, expressing regret that they had
harmed the cause and the image of alter-globalization more than
they had advanced it: ‘no child in Africa will get more to eat
because of stones being thrown at the police’.!" The black blocs
obviously didn’t share this point of view: ‘We didn’t wait for
police provocation before attacking. We gathered stones for
everyone and then we began. ... We are in a war against capital-
ism and the police are their first line of defence’ (interview
with a Greek activist). This is further evidence that, even when
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cross-fertilization of the two paths of alter-globalization seems to
predominate, the spectre of dichotomization is never far off.

Conclusion

These case studies show that a cross-fertilization of the two paths
is not the most frequent form of encounter: the way of reason
dominates the alter-globalization movement globally. This path
is in fact more compatible with formal organization, which in
turn facilitates greater access to material resources, media cover-
age and influence in alter-globalization international bodies.
With the exception of the 2005 and 2009'* WSFs, NGOs and
more institutionalized international organizations have had a far
greater influence on World Social Forums than the loose net-
works of the way of subjectivity. On the other hand, it was the
cross-fertilization of the two paths which allowed activists to
achieve several of their principal successes: the counter-summits
and the fifth World Social Forum.

As for predicting whether the movement is heading towards
further cross-fertilization, more propitious to the social move-
ment and the individual subject, or, on the contrary, is moving
farther away from it, the diversity and multiple dynamics animat-
ing alter-globalization actors invite great caution, even a defini-
tive renunciation of any evolutionary perspective. The alter-
globalization movement is not a ‘long, quiet river’ evolving
towards a precise form which gradually materializes. If, at certain
times, the encounter between the two trends seems more harmo-
nious, at others it tends towards dichotomization or absorption.
Only three months separated the London European Social Forum,
marked by a strong dichotomization, and the fifth World Social
Forum, which owed its success to an improved dialogue between
the two poles. The history of the movement and its continuity do
not lie in an evolution from one figure to another, considered
superior, but in the permanent tension between these two paths.



9

The Main Debates

Activists of the way of reason and of the way of subjectivity hold
different, at times even opposing, visions of social change and
movement organization. Taken to the extreme, one side risks
degenerating into a rootless cosmopolitanism (Friedman, 1999),
falsely universalist; the other into a narrow communalism and
localism. One tends towards institutionalization; the other resists
this tendency only to, at times, fall into sporadic commitment
and ephemeral networks. The first can lose its way in the abstrac-
tion of numbers, the second in the incommensurability of experi-
ence. Left to itself, the logic of the way of reason can lead to an
integration into the institutional and political world, no longer
maintaining alter-globalization’s ambiguous relations with the
political. Conversely, ‘pure’ subjectivity would lack the concepts
and categories to understand a situation otherwise than in terms
of experience, leading towards a withdrawal into the local, the
communal or into pure hedonism. An overly strong importance
attached to self-critique, to participation and to a refusal to del-
egate can also render all decision-making impossible.
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Diversions of the way of reason Diversions of the way of subjectivity

e Experts remote from citizens e Activists reject experts

e Efficiency over democracy e Participation and democracy without
and participation attention to effectiveness; populism

e International cut off from e Local cut off from the international
the local

e Institutionalization of the e Very fluid, informal and sporadic
movement networks

e Integration into the political e Rejection of the political rather than
rather than ambivalence ambivalent relations

In each area, the way of reason and the way of subjectivity
produce antagonistic diversions. Without the counter-weight of
the other trend, they draw apart from each other, eventually
rupturing the alter-globalization movement. However, when the
actors manage to work together, the tensions between the two
paths, expressed principally by reciprocal criticism, allow the
movement to avoid the diversions to which each path is prone.
Through meetings, alter-globalization activists acquire the expe-
rience which enables them to combine participation of the great-
est number, central to the way of subjectivity, with the efficiency
of decision-making and effectiveness of actions required by the
way of reason.

Three issues have emerged as particularly sensitive in the rela-
tions between alter-globalization actors: which scale to privilege
for action, social movement organization and alternatives; inter-
nal organization of the movement; and the concept of social
change. These three stumbling blocks constitute both the main
sources of debates and controversies among activists and poten-
tial spaces for a combination of the two paths and for construc-
tive cross-fertilization.

Think local and global, act local and global
Local or global focus?

Activists of the way of subjectivity believe that changing the world
begins with the local: ‘Facing this cold society, it must be asked:
what can I do in my village, in my neighbourhood to change
things?’ (a Mexican Zapatista supporter, 2003). While they par-
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ticipate heavily in international mobilizations, alter-activist youth
insist on ‘respect for the local context and the importance of a
constantback and forth between thelocaland theglobal’ (Canadian
activist, 2002, WSEF). The local level enables them to ‘go beyond
the big speeches at international conferences’ (activist from Vamos)
and to act concretely: “We have an international goal and it is
essential to express ourselves in the global movement; but, at the
same time, we must act locally. There is lots of work to do at this
level; for example, occupations of buildings in the fight against real
estate speculation’ (young Catalan activist, 2002 WSF).

Activists of the way of reason, on the contrary, believe ‘it is
increasingly at the global level that things are decided’ (an activist
from ATTAC), drawing particularly on the examples of the WTO
and European Union directives. They consequently promote a
top-down concept of change. Globally oriented actors often
ignore locally rooted dynamics or consider them merely a step on
the way to the main challenge, which is situated at the global
level. Local reality is reduced to the point of impact of essentially
global processes: ‘the problem of child labour in India and Africa
is completely interconnected with the problem of employment in
Belgium, Wallonia, and Liege. And development will only happen
effectively through advances at the level of international organi-
zations’ (activist from ATTAC-Liege).

Beyond being global, alter-globalization distinguishes itself by
its ability to think, act and develop simultaneously at various
levels, from the neighbourhood to the world. Rather than ‘think
global, act local’, alter-globalization activists seek to ‘think local
and global and to act local and global’ (an activist of Barricade,
Liege). From reviving local life to the management of a global
economy, activists want to ‘think problems at the relevant levels
and to act at all levels’ (Grain de Sable 226, 10 April 2001);
‘Because neoliberal globalization takes place at many levels, [the]
responses also have taken place at different levels’ (Feffer, 2002:
17). The Barricade Collective Purchasing Group sees it as a
question extending ‘from the plate to the WTO” improving daily
food by turning to local producers but also addressing the prob-
lems of large-scale distribution and agricultural policy, through
public education and actions identifying European and global
stakes in the issue. Combining various geographical levels in
actions, statements and thought remains a constant challenge for



204 The Main Debates

alter-globalization activists. While the way of subjectivity focuses
on local roots, international connections are crucial for the way
of reason.

Narrow localism

Some ‘localist’ alter-globalization activists consider their neigh-
bourhood or community as the only significant scale for activism.
In many cases, local orientation leads to suspicion or even mistrust
of all processes and actors that are not directly ‘grassroots’. The
suspicion may be directed at nationally or internationally orga-
nized movements, including alter-globalization convergences. For
example, some activists of Barricade considered the Belgian Social
Forum events worthless: ‘It is like a big mass where everyone feels
he has to come and show himself. . . . Nothing really happens here.
It is in our towns that we can really make things change.’

Another modality of localism leads to the rejection of global-
ization itself. Social actors of this tendency focus on the defence
of their community against the globalization process.' This move
is exemplified by some libertarian youth activists, who used to
take part in alter-globalization demonstrations in Paris; deciding
to retire to a country house, they grew vegetables and experienced
community life.

However, many locally oriented alter-globalization actors avoid
this kind of localist retreat and demonstrate a surprising ability to
articulate their local struggles within both a national and interna-
tional framework. This has particularly been the case with some
Latin American indigenous movements. The ‘universal character’
of Zapatism was clearly expressed from the very beginning of the
uprising (EZLN, 1994; Le Bot & Marcos, 1997: 203). Indigenous
activists consider involvement in the global to be compatible with
a strong local dimension: ‘resistance to neoliberalism should be led
in all spaces and at all levels, local and international, public and
private, particularistic and universalistic’ (Cecefia, 1997).

From international scholar-activist networks to
a global activist elite

As described in chapter 6, greatly interested in global issues,
scholar activists and committed intellectuals had established
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international networks many years before larger alter-globaliza-
tion gatherings were organized. The International Forum on
Globalization was created in 1994, as well as the World Forum
for Alternatives, which brings together anti-imperialist intellectu-
als. A European network of alter-globalization experts and intel-
lectuals was set up in Madrid during the 1995 activist meeting
against the World Bank and the IMF summit. In one of the last
meetings of this network, before its dissolution into the WSF
networking process, over 200 committed intellectuals and experts
from all over Europe gathered in Paris on 5 and 6 January 2001.
Each of their campaigns was led by a relatively autonomous,
multipolar network of committed intellectuals. Such international
networks and the personal affinities they created were extremely
valuable for the first major international gatherings of the alter-
globalization movement:* ‘We started to know each other and to
say that we had to do something. We decided to organize the
‘Other Davos™ and then the World Social Forums.™*

As alter-globalization expanded, international organizational
meetings, counter-summits, conferences and Social Forums
multiplied. Travelling from one side of the planet to the other
became one of the main activities of leaders of networks, NGOs
and think tanks. For example, the two Belgian members of the
International Council spent less than 100 days in their home
country in 2003 and made over ten intercontinental trips the
same year. The burgeoning of international meetings thus gave
rise to informal but very influential affinity groups of global elite
activists’ that would play a decisive role in many of the major
initiatives of the international movement and notably the World
Social Forum. At times they have been responsible for highly
strategic formal and informal decisions such as the location of
the Forum, the main conference speakers, and drafting the
Charter of Principles. Similarly, smaller groups of cosmopolitan
leaders took initiatives as important as the ‘Manifesto of Porto
Alegre’ and the ‘Social Movements and Activists’ Assembly’. As
R. Nunes (2005) has shown, ‘hyperconnectivity by a select few
[led] to concentrating power in undeclared ways’. Many impor-
tant strategic and political decisions concerning the WSF and the
whole international movement have been taken by a few well-
connected leaders with restricted representation and loose or
non-existent relations to mass movements for which they claim
to speak. Immersed in this ‘global activism’, spending much time
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in international meetings and hobnobbing more with their inter-
national counterparts than with local movements, these cosmo-
politan activists may lose touch with grassroots activists in
their home countries. In fact, many of these elite activists are not
directly connected to any mass or grassroots social movement
and sometimes only represent small activist research centres.
As in many other sectors of global civil society, many alter-
globalization leaders are neither designated by nor accountable
to their organization’s members (Chandhoke, 2002: 48).

Until mid-2004, the crucial prerequisite for joining the
International Council (IC) of the WSF was not being a large
movement or waging a significant struggle against global capital
but being an ‘international network’, even though many of these
‘international networks’ had a very restricted social base. Even
some of the main organizers of Continental Social Forums had
been kept out of the IC for not being sufficiently internationalized
networks. The capacity to connect with affinity groups of cos-
mopolitan activists was hence crucial not only for those who
wanted to take part, even modestly, in the future development of
the international movement but also for those who sought the
recognition accorded by an IC membership in the arena of national
civil society. As described in Chapter 6, individual committed
intellectuals and scholar—activists are more likely to develop such
connections than grassroots movement activists, indigenous
activists or unemployed workers.

The IC was initially built around a group of Brazilian activist
leaders and some French connections. These two countries as well
as the rest of Western Europe remained over-represented among
the influential movement elite. Some committed intellectuals and
a few civil society leaders from the global south have also joined
these cosmopolitan networks. Among them, some Indian and
Malian activists played a major role in the organization of the WSF
in their home countries. Nevertheless, in most cases, these forum
organizers seemed much closer to their European counterparts
than to grassroots activists from their own countries. For example,
Aminata Traore, former Malian minister of culture and one of the
most cosmopolitan of African activists, was the key actor in the
Bamako 2006 Polycentric WSF organizational process.

This elite group of alter-globalization activists should not be
considered homogeneous: strong controversies and disagreements
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animate the international global justice sphere. These are not only
disagreements over strategies or distinct political orientations but
also power struggles and inter-personal conflicts.® The IC was
notably animated by recurrent debates between a more politically
oriented line, which wants the forum to take political positions
and coordinate actions, and those who think the forum itself
should not adopt political statements but yield the possibility of
such initiatives to its participants (cf. Sen & Kumar, 2007
Whitaker, 2004). However, both share a similar, top-down vision
of the organizational process of the movement and an overall
emphasis on the global level, which clearly distinguishes these
groups from activists of the way of subjectivity.

Bridging the gap: multilayered actors

The gap between the two ways of alter-globalization widens
when alter-globalization actors become entirely focused on a
single scale to the neglect of others. On the one hand, there is the
risk of activists becoming mired in a narrow localism, closed
identity or communalism that struggles against globalization,
while the alter-globalization movement is struggling for another
globalization. On the other, cosmopolitan elites risk merging
with experts of international institutions as members of a new
global class (Friedman, 1999).

When cross-fertilization predominates, actors and alter-
globalization convergences at different levels support and recip-
rocally stimulate each other. Local and national activists’
networks of the host country have played a major role in each
of these meetings. In turn, the World Social Forum inspired a
myriad of national and local convergences. Alter-globalization
activists benefit from the wide media coverage of the World
Forums, and endeavour to bring its energy home to their local
organizations: the numerous talks in many countries around the
world to report back from the WSF often concluded by high-
lighting the importance of implementing ideas acquired at Porto
Alegre or Mumbai at the local level. In a similar vein, the
objective of the Mesoamerican Forum was ‘promoting and sup-
porting experiences of struggle throughout the region without
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claiming to substitute for local and national organizations’
(Fundacion Humbold, 2002: 8).

The multiplication of meetings and events at an international
level has strengthened the process of the constitution of an alter-
globalization cosmopolitan elite that gained an unprecedented
influence over the alter-globalization movement. However, the
World Social Forum process also provided new opportunities for
encounter and interactions between these two categories of activ-
ists, in significant ways.

World Social Forums have offered local activists from all over
the world opportunities to meet, share their experience and
network. Since 2003, the No Vox network has gathered together
French illegal migrants, Indian dalits, Brazilian landless farmers
and homeless movements, and Argentinian unemployed piquet-
eros. This has enabled it to frame their local struggles in a wider
perspective and to connect them to a larger movement. As an
Argentinian piquetero summarized, ‘We are here to make our
revolt part of the global movement, to contribute to the movement
and to learn from it (WSF, 2003). For many activists, the WSF
also represents a unique experience of global consciousness: ‘For
the first time in my life, I perceive myself as taking part in some-
thing truly global’ (an Indian activist, WSF, 2004). Indeed, the
WSF has allowed many local activists to access the global level
in their claims, experience and networks. Such international
meetings have tended to counter myopic tendencies that can
emerge in local struggles. The WSF also provides local activists
with an international platform, which can help them make their
claims and messages heard not only internationally but also
within their national spaces. For example, the 2007 WSF in
Nairobi allowed Kenyan and other African homosexual rights
activists to make their cause visible to their local and national
audience at an unprecedented level.

While the WSF process propelled local and national activists
into global civil society, it also generated a renewed interest
amongst cosmopolitan activists in national and local movements
in their home countries, which they had previously neglected.
This has especially been the case in the third world solidarity and
development sector, whose actors and networks found renewed
interest in the political and social contexts of their homelands
through the national and local Social Forums processes. Some of
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them have become key actors in both local and national alter-
globalization convergences. In Austria, the national Social Forum
was initiated by the director of a research centre on Latin America,
a long-time globetrotter involved in the international movement.
Likewise, the Catholic Committee against Hunger and for
Development (CCFD) has become one of the leading actors of the
French alter-globalization convergence (see Dreano, 2004;
Agrikoliansky, Fillieule & Mayer, 2005).

A Belgian activist research centre built around a travelling
scholar-activist, the Tricontinental Centre was formerly exclu-
sively dedicated to the global south and anti-imperialist struggles.
The centre has been deeply involved in the international alter-
globalization movement since its early beginnings. Since 2002,
the Tricontinental Centre has become involved in the Belgian
Social Forum and in numerous local forums, increasing its activi-
ties in Belgium as never before. The main French-speaking Belgian
development NGO network followed a similar path. It played a
major role in the launch of the Belgian Social Forum in 2002 and
2003 and hired some of the most productive young intellectuals
of the alter-globalization national scene. In addition to its devel-
opment campaigns in the global south, which remain the main
focus of the organization, it has set up several new projects and
campaigns in Belgium. A similar evolution has been observed at
the local level. Once Oxfam’s national and international net-
works got heavily involved in the World Social Forum, its local
chapter in Liege decided to join the city’s alter-globalization con-
vergence. It developed new contacts with local civil society actors
that it had formerly ignored: ‘Before, we had very little contact
with activist sectors in Liége. Now, with the local Social Forum,
we know what everyone is doing and we try to see when and how
to support their initiatives’ (an employee of Oxfam-Liege, 2003).
Without abandoning its international solidarity commitments,
Oxfam-Liége became an actor embedded in the dynamic local
civil society.

The WSF process has provided both an easier and broader
access to an international scale to local actors and a renewed
interest in local and national actors and struggles amongst many
cosmopolitan activists. Both of these dynamics have been crucial
in limiting the distance between movements active at the local
level and travelling elites, and in avoiding the antagonistic
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diversions of a retreat into the local, on the one side, or domina-
tion by cosmopolitan elites far removed from local struggles on
the other.

The movement-internal organization
Horizontal vs vertical networks

The organization of the movement is unquestionably one of the
major stumbling blocks and the focus of countless internal criti-
cisms and debates. Activists of the way of subjectivity consider
alter-globalization movements and events to be laboratories in
which experiments in organizing practices coherent with the
values of the movement must be conducted. They consequently
devote a lot of energy to organizing their networks in a ‘demo-
cratic, horizontal and participatory’ manner (Wainwright, 2005).
They greatly distrust ‘bloated structures’ which do not allow
‘horizontal, informal and convivial’ relations to be maintained
within the movement and constantly denounce the leadership
maintained by a few organizations in the Social Forums and by
some cosmopolitan leaders within these organizations. Moreover,
activists of the way of subjectivity do not share the idea that their
organization should grow and gather more members in order to
transcend the local, moving upward to the national and then to
the international. As we explained in part 2, rather than incor-
porate more members and other localities, they would like their
movement to ‘swarm’ — that is, to encourage the creation of
similar autonomous spaces, networks, social centres and initia-
tives in other communities, neighbourhoods and cities: ‘We don’t
seek to build one big organization but many, many small orga-
nizations which all remain locally rooted and keep their specifici-
ties’ (a local Social Forum activist in France).

On the other hand, citizens and experts of the way of reason
are also organized into networks but believe some delegation of
responsibilities to be necessary to ensure a well-organized and
effective movement, whether in preparing forums and other large
mobilizations or in putting forth clear messages to citizens, public,
the media and policy makers. The ideal of participation by the
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greatest number comes into collision with the need for efficiency
in meetings, when time is short and decisions must be made. The
efforts to improve internal democracy and the openness of deci-
sion-making processes slow and make more complex the answers
to problems in a changing context (Sikkink, 2002: 312). There
have been occasions at some of the Social Movement Assemblies
at the WSF and the preparatory meetings for the ESF (EPA) when
100 activists have spoken in turn, without the assembly being
able to arrive at a clear decision. However, preparing a forum for
tens of thousands of people requires a more permanent adminis-
tration and a decision-making body. Closed and informal groups
are then substituted for the assemblies: “We are forced to create,
at night, closed working groups — it would therefore be better to
create a real working group at the European level instead of only
General Assemblies’ (a coordinator of the ESF process, after the
EPA in Istanbul, 2004). Therefore, activists of the way of reason
furthermore consider some of the governing bodies of the move-
ment — the Board of ATTAC-France, the International Council
or the Brazilian and Indian secretariats — to be ‘poles of stability
in a movement where everything is unstable’ (B. Cassen, French
alter-globalization coalition meeting, 27 April 2004). Such bodies
must certainly be pluralist, but also, and primarily, effective,
which makes — according to this way of thinking — a certain
structure or even institutionalization necessary. This logic favours
a top-down construction of the movement. In response to critics
who decry the incoherence between practice and the declared
values of the movement, some alter-globalization leaders justify
it in the name of efficiency — even their stays in five-star hotels
in Porto Alegre: “Where else can we find rooms for press confer-
ences and meetings, day and night? ... That is where we meet
among ourselves but also with politicians and journalists’ (B.
Cassen, WSEF, 2003).

Thus two concepts of organizing the movement coexist within
alter-globalization. On one side, structures are reinforced and
even institutionalized for the sake of efficiency. On the other,
there is a will to avoid overburdening the movement with struc-
ture in order to avoid stifling its dynamism, adaptability and
innovative potential, as well as to prevent hierarchies from
forming.
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Way of subjectivity Way of reason
— Participation of all in decisions — Effectiveness
— Bottom-up — Top-down
— Swarming of autonomous — Need for national/global
local movements decision-making bodies
— Validating the informal — Institutionalization (structure)

In some cases, such as the process of organizing the European
Social Forum in London in 2004, this coexistence engenders
vehement and sterile denunciations: some are accused of betray-
ing the movement by imposing their decisions on grassroots activ-
ists in scarcely democratic ways; others of failing to go beyond
sporadic events and achieve results. However, as the WSF 2005
illustrates, cross-fertilizations and cooperation between these two
visions can result in efficient organizations and successful events.
The way of reason is no more opposed to internal democracy’
than the way of subjectivity is to being efficient; they simply
assign different priorities to these values. Criticisms launched by
activists of each path may thus be constructive, enabling them to
avoid antagonistic diversions.

The tension between these two approaches exists at all levels:
within the International Council of the WSF, within ATTAC-
France — where the two ideas about organization clashed during
the 2006 internal election campaigns — as well as in the discourse
and desires of individual activists. “There shouldn’t be very insti-
tutionalized, well-established structures....But of course we
also need some structures in order to work’ (a young activist
of ATTAC-Germany: Hurrelmann & Albert, 2002: 315). The
internal tension lent to the alter-globalization movement by the
coexistence of the two paths and the permanent vigilance each
side maintains regarding the other have helped it to avoid the
classical evolution of social movement towards institutionalized
organizations (Kriesi, 1993). During its first fifteen years, the
alter-globalization movement has not consistently evolved towards
greater institutionalization. An ever precarious, unstable and
unsatisfying balance between fluidity and structure has been
maintained, creating the image of permanent tension between
two visions of the convergence: one prioritizing efficiency and
delegation (though far less institutionalized than large interna-
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tional NGOs); the other, a more informal and horizontal logic.
The interactions of the two and resulting tensions generate many
of the movement’s transformations.

The attractions of institutionalization

In some cases, the pull towards greater efficiency gains the upper
hand and profoundly modifies the structure of local networks. A
more institutionalized organization of the movement or of some
of its actors helps the perpetuation and the development of some
of its activities. But it also means accountability on predetermined
projects, generally making the movement less innovative and less
‘alternative’ according to a process which has ‘tamed’ (Kaldor,
2003) generations of social movements.

Between 2003 and 20035, the alter-globalization network in
Liege was affected by the assimilation of several actors of the
way of subjectivity by more institutionalized actors who have
historically dominated Belgian civil society. These latter chiefly
include two large trade unions, Christian and socialist respec-
tively, which joined the alter-globalization movement very early
on. Besides, a part of the state budget for development aid is,
moreover, distributed among hundreds of NGOs and develop-
ment education organizations which have heavily influenced
local alter-globalization and recruited some of its most dynamic
young activists. Finally, there are several subsidy programmes to
which organizations have recourse, particularly for projects
framed as social integration and popular education. While the
institutionalized actors, and especially the trade unions, pro-
vided the Belgian alter-globalization network with the means
necessary to develop in the first years, the situation also lent
itself to absorption of the way of subjectivity by institutionalized
structures able to hire activists. This process is notably evident
in the individual trajectories of a few of the most innovative
activists close to the way of subjectivity in Liege. A dozen of
them, who were in their early thirties, were offered employment
in a union, an NGO or through access to grant money. Another
young founder of the local alter-globalization coordinating
body, active in libertarian and alter-activist networks, was
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invited to participate in the electoral list of the Green party.
Once elected, however, her mandate and political activities
increasingly took priority and transformed her activist commit-
ment. But the Liege case also shows that there was nothing
inevitable in this evolution. Alongside these now more institu-
tionalized organizations, new creative and expressive initiatives
sprang up, such as the festive Euro Mayday parades, a samba
group, illegal occupations of buildings to create social and
cultural centres, and several alternative, convivial spaces in
working-class neighbourhoods.

The 2005 WSF experience: towards an open forum

The 2005 WSF organization process offers a case study of a suc-
cessful cross-fertilization in which activists from the two trends
of the movement have inspired each other by their values and
practices. The Social Forums have worked as ‘open spaces’ that
put international leaders in contact with the more horizontal and
participatory values and visions of the forum held by grassroots
activists. Increasing questioning and criticism of the organization
of the forum, as well as concrete alternative practices, led the
International Council to adopt deep changes to the WSEF, espe-
cially in 200S.

In many aspects, the 2001 WSF looked like an academic con-
gress, with well-known intellectuals and academics monopolizing
the large panels and even most of the smaller workshops.
Nevertheless, organizers and cosmopolitan activists were over-
whelmed by the crowd and its enthusiasm. Many participants
quickly began contesting the organization of the WSF and used
the open space it provided to build alternative and more participa-
tory workshops and meetings.

During the 2002 and 2003 WSFs, young activists organized
the Intergalactika Laboratory of Disobedience, a participatory
forum for sharing experiences among resistance movements from
around the world. Radically opposed to the hierarchical character
of the WSF, they engaged in a festive demonstration and a direct
action against the WSF VIP lounge with the slogan ‘We are all
VIPs.” This action resulted in forum organizers renouncing the
VIP lounge for subsequent Social Forums. More generally, it chal-
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lenged movement leaders about WSF hierarchy and elitism. After
the strong critiques of the 2003 WSF (see chapter 5), IC members
progressively became more open to ideas and suggestions of
how to make the organization of the forum more coherent with
the values it defended: waste recycling, solidarity economy, more
active participation, etc. The 2004 Mumbai WSF, the interna-
tional youth camp and the international activist interpreters’
network, Babels, constituted spaces of experimentation for
such alternatives, repeatedly asking the IC to adopt horizontal
and participatory practices for the whole forum.® In January
2004, the message was largely accepted and even relayed by
various founding members of the IC: ‘the sons and daughters of
Porto Alegre are not here. . . . We have to change the methodol-
ogy of the Forums. We need a democratic dialogue with
Continental Social Forums, especially between the World Social
Forum and the Asiatic Social Forum and the European
Social Forum.”

Finding a new way to organize the 2005 WSF became a major
challenge. Allowing its 170,000 participants to take a more active
role in meetings and debates was not an easy task. Massive panels
or lectures with an audience of 10,000 disappeared from the
programme. Indeed, WSF organizers did not hold a single
panel, in this way giving more importance to the thousands of
workshops organized by participating organizations. Instead of
massive crowds listening to famed intellectuals, hundreds of tents
were set up to host smaller and more participatory events. After
introductory speeches, the assembly was often split into smaller
groups, giving each person the opportunity to express their own
opinion.

While the rising institutionalization of the WSF could have
paralysed its 2005 occurrence, the cooperation and dialogue
between activists of the two paths opened the forum to
actors from the way of subjectivity. The bottom-up dynamics
gave the event a new and refreshing momentum. This tendency
came to counter-balance the trend towards institutionalization
favoured by the organizational requirements of such a gigantic
event.

Nevertheless, even the 2005 WSF reality was not always the
‘total self-organization’ and ‘100% horizontal process’ that ]J.
Miola, the “WSF executive manager’ (sic — my italics) (Libération,
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1 February 2005), claimed it was. The Forum was, for example,
the venue for the Porto Alegre Manifesto, written by nineteen
intellectuals without consultation of other participants (see
pp. 150-1).

The WSF is in fact a double-sided process. It has increased the
influence of international leaders over the movement, in confor-
mity with Michels’ (1966) ‘iron law of oligarchy’ within social
movements. However, it has also propelled grassroots activists to
the global level and helped spread alter-activists’ horizontal values
and practices at this level. Their interactions resulted in some
cross-fertilization that transformed both tendencies: global leaders
have become more aware of the importance of internal openness
and democracy while networked subjective activists are more
open to collaboration with the organizers of the WSF. Dialogue
between these two trends can result in more participatory — but
still efficient — meetings and to a better balance between local
and global claims, strategies and events.

Rethinking social change

The logics of counter-power and anti-power — the logics associ-
ated with the two different paths — can be analysed along five
dimensions:

Way of subjectivity Way of reason

Direction of change: ~ From below / ‘Swarming’  Top down
Organization and Coherence of means and

change: ends Efficiency
Pragmatism: Concrete, local experience  Technical measures
Stance towards

power: Anti-power Counter-power
Institutions: Protecting autonomy Regulating the economy

Divergences over the right level and direction of social change
and over the role of organizations in the movement have already
been touched on in the previous sections. The way of subjectivity
privileges change from below — starting with the local, with small
groups and everyday life — which spreads through emulation:
‘swarming’. More attuned to universalism and the global, activ-
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ists of the way of reason seek to impose global measures in order
to change modes of regulation, especially over the international
economy. The next three sections will focus on pragmatism, the
stance towards power, and institutions, the last three dimensions
in the chart.

Pragmatic idealism and the rejection
of the general model

To alter-globalization activists, the journey from Seattle to Porto
Alegre symbolizes the transition from a phase dominated by
opposition to neoliberalism to another mainly dedicated to the
elaboration of alternatives: “This year, we are here to make pro-
posals. The critical analysis has already been made. We know
what we don’t want. Now we have to say what we do want’ (B.
Cassen, January 2002).

Almost a decade later, no universal alternative and no general
programme have emerged. This absence can be interpreted in two
ways. An analysis based on traditional models of social change
and centred on institutional politics would frame it as the failure
of a hetereogenous and still immature movement: “These move-
ments are still emergent and the alternatives only partial. Internal
criticisms of the system are expressed ever more strongly, but they
have nothing comparable to what Keynesian ideas represented
during the middle of the last century’ (Aguiton, 2001: 62). It may
also be recalled that an entire century elapsed between the initial
blossoming of the labour movement and the development of a
universal alternative model.

On the other hand, the absence of a universal alternative is
embraced by activists who view it as the rejection of a totalizing
ideology and of the notion of a planned revolution, the Soviet
system being the archetype: “We are purveyors of alternatives.
But for the moment, I don’t see anyone with a universal alterna-
tive. And this is a good thing. The wealth lies there!” (Barricade
activist); “The very absence of a manifesto is the movement’s
strength’ (comment posted on Guardian.co.uk, 15 May 2008);
“This idea of having different opinions and a single practice must
end. ... To resist is to build millions of practices, nodes of resis-
tance which don’t get trapped by the real world which expects
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us to be serious spectators of our own lives’ (Benasayag &
Sztulwark, 2000: 161).

From this perspective, the absence of a universal alternative
and general models does not refer to a deficiency of the move-
ment, but constitutes an instrinsic and constitutive feature of
alter-globalization. Activists of the way of reason and of the way
of subjectivity in fact emphasize that ‘devotees of perfect systems
have never brought anything but difficulties and misfortunes to
the world” (ATTAC, 2001b: 43). As N. Klein stressed (talk at the
2002 WSF), ‘the challenge to the movement does not lie in finding
a vision but in resisting the desire to choose one too quickly’. The
sociologist F. Khosrokhavar (1996: 95) also points out that ‘many
new forms of mobilization will only be effective if they refuse the
temptation to defend a utopia, that is, another totality as the way
of managing society’.

The end of the twentieth century and its modern concept of
progress and revolution also brings to an end a period that
drained many revolutionary dreams from which activists woke
up only to realize that their emancipatory revolution had become
anoppressiveregime. Alter-globalization activists believe thata pre-
established plan does not and cannot exist, any more than a
‘prefabricated model’ can: “To me, one of the main defects of
the communists, particularly in the USSR, was that they believed
Marxist philosophy was like an ITkea kit; something that could
be used just about everywhere with the same model, with the
same pieces of furniture, with the same stuff....But it is
not true, such a model doesn’t exist’ (a French activist). Neither
the participatory budget of Porto Alegre, nor the Zapatista
experience represent models: ‘Zapatismo seems to be a model
which has had particular success and from which everyone
seems to have a lot to learn. But it is in no sense a universally
applicable model. Each place must find its model. The experi-
ences of others can help, but importing a model wholesale
can never work’ (a piquetero). As theorized by M. Benasayag
and D. Sztulwark (2000: 29), ‘There is no social model which
represents the concretization of the desire for liberty and
emancipation. . . . The only thing that exists are multiple acts of
liberation.” Alter-globalization activists call on a multiplicity of
alternatives in order to create ‘a world in which many worlds

fit’.
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Their activism is not structured around a revolution or mes-
sianic visions, but from the starting point of concrete and limited
projects,'” which, together, should lead to a different society.
From the perspective of the way of reason, a ‘project’ would be
a regulatory measure, for example to regulate financial specula-
tion, which is then gathered together in platforms and other
alter-globalization points of consensus." In the way of subjectiv-
ity, ‘projects’ refer to the creation of spaces of experience and
alternative practices. While these will only affect a limited number
of people, their impact on the lives of these people is immediate.
In contrast, projects of the way of reason have a far less direct
impact but are generally universal in scope and aim to benefit a
much larger population.

The absence of teleology, resulting from the crisis of modernity
(de Munck, 1999), clearly distinguishes alter-globalization activ-
ists from the labour movement, which appealed to Progress and
History. Far from ‘The Revolution” and the long wait for a ‘gen-
eralized crisis of capitalism,'* alter-globalization activists opt for
a ‘pragmatic idealism’: “The “revolution” means nothing to me.
What must be done is to change what we can, starting with con-
crete things’ (coordinator of the Belgian Social Forum); ‘Trying
to precisely define the other world makes no sense. With our
ideals, we have to try to see what we can do concretely’ (alter-
activist from Barcelona, 2004). Their struggle is inscribed in a
more pragmatic perspective, non-dogmatic and non-teleological,
which sees itself as more reflective and consequently less inclined
to ideological sectarianism. To the alter-globalization movement,
which was constructed in opposition to proclamations of the end
of history — both neoliberal and Soviet — questioning and internal
critique are fundamental: ‘Our not-knowing is also the not-
knowing of those who understand that not-knowing is part of
the revolutionary process. We have lost all certainty, but the
openness of certainty is central to revolution. We ask not only
because we do not know the way (we do not), but also because
asking the way is part of the revolutionary process itself’
(Holloway, 2002: 215; see also Shukaitis & Graeber, 2007).

Nothing equivalent to the meta-ideology of the Revolution
unites alter-globalization activists who assert that ‘the path is
made by walking’ (Zapatista saying) or ‘that it is through a suc-
cession of small, concrete steps that we will manage to change
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things” (ATTAC-Liege activist). The will to debate and the
openness to diversity thus seem central. But if the era of pre-
determined recipes is over, how to avoid succumbing to a post-
modern dispersion into disparate projects, unrelated to any
general perspective?

Alter-globalization pragmatic idealism questions the opposi-
tion between reformists and revolutionaries, and challenges those
who remain rooted in classical revolutionary ideologies. Holders
of the latter, however, view this rejection of a programme as a
reformist position, even ‘poetic’, and regard the distance that
alter-globalization activists maintain from political power as a
‘victory of neoliberalism’. Thus, A. Boron (2003) believes that
theories of anti-power are ‘fully compatible with dominant neo-
liberal discourse’.

In the face of power

The twentieth century has shown that even liberation, decoloni-
zation and revolutionary movements can quickly transform into
forces of oppression (Hobsbawm, 1994). J. Holloway (2002: 29),
one of the influential thinkers of the way of subjectivity, draws a
bitter lesson:

For over a hundred years, the revolutionary enthusiasm of young
people has been channelled into building the party or into learn-
ing to shoot guns, for over a hundred years the dreams of those
who have wanted a world fit for humanity have been bureaucra-
tised and militarised, all for the sake of winning state power for
a government that could then be accused of ‘betraying’ the move-
ment that put it there.

The first global movement since the fall of the Berlin Wall,
alter-globalization was built in the wake of and in opposition
to the strategies of change which begin by seizing political power.
At the dawn of the twenty-first century, alter-globalization activ-
ists believe that we should lay aside plans to take the Winter
Palace, and move forward with logics of counter-power, concrete
alternatives and specific projects. Following the path of new
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social movements that have emerged since the 1960s, alter-
globalization opposes, to those who maintain that it is
illusory to change the world and transform society through the
conquest of state power (e.g. Boron,” 2003), that ‘it is [also]
illusory to hope for change by means of a central power if
it is not imposed from everywhere’ (website of Vamos, 2003).
Even committed intellectuals close to progressive state leaders
stress that ‘Nobody believes that change can be produced
in the short-term, by a simple political revolution’ (Houtart,
2001: 9).

Many alter-globalization activists have experienced a huge dis-
appointment once left-wing leaders came to power. They claim,
for example, that ‘The Jospin [left-wing] government privatized
in France more than any government of the right’ (activist from
ATTAC-France) and that ‘Lula applies the policy of the interna-
tional financial institutions to the letter’ (ATTAC-Brazil activist,
WSEF, 2005). A year after his election, comments were particularly
harsh about President Obama among activists at the second
USSE.

Rather than building political parties, alter-globalization activ-
ists put their efforts into constructing spaces allowing participa-
tion of the greatest number — locally for some, internationally
for others. Both trends in the alter-globalization movement also
stress the foremost importance of the fight over ideas, the struggle
against the hegemony of neoliberal ideology. Asserting that ‘it is
first and foremost a fight in our heads and minds against the logic
of capitalism in which we are steeped’ (young piqueteros, inter-
view 2003), activists of the way of subjectivity echo the words of
B. Cassen who stressed that ‘the daily work of ATTAC is to
exterminate the neoliberal virus in our heads’ (talk in Paris,
March 2003).

For activists of the way of reason, it is a matter of counter-
balancing the influence of other — political or economic — actors
in political decisions, according to the logic of counter-power
close to Montesquieu. Activists of the way of subjectivity
have rather adopted a conception inspired by Foucault that has
notably been developed by intellectuals close to the movement
(such as M. Benasayag, J. Holloway, M. Hardt, A. Negri, etc.).
The aim is to create spaces of experience and other social rela-
tions following the logic of ‘anti-power’ or the fight against
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‘power-domination’. Between the diversions of the former, which
lead to an integration into the institutional political sphere, and
those of the latter, which can lead to a total rejection of political
actors, the permanent tension between the two paths holds alter-
globalization in a posture of critical distance from political actors.
It enables alter-globalization activists to combine a will to engage
in the political sphere with a rejection of traditional forms of
political engagement.

However, activists of the way of reason maintain an ambiguous
relationship with political leaders. While they aim to develop
counter-power, in an attempt to influence political actors with
the quality of their arguments and ‘citizen monitoring’, they also
defend the power of policy makers to make decisions against
economic actors. Thus, as a new generation of leftist leaders has
come to power in Latin America, the most ‘political’ tendency of
the way of reason has assumed greater importance, as chapter 10
will show. Besides, the forceful return of state intervention in the
economic domain following the global economic crisis has con-
siderably increased this tendency.

Institutions: a stumbling block

The stance towards institutions appears to be another point of
divergence between the two paths of alter-globalization. While
some ‘reclaim the streets’ as collective public spaces, others
‘reclaim the state’ (Wainwright, 2009) as a major tool for pro-
gressive policies and social justice.

Activists of the way of subjectivity are generally distrustful of
institutions which embody, in their eyes, a ‘top-down’, state-
centred approach to political life which they reject. They seek to
construct spaces of experience outside institutions. Many activist
groups have developed a monolithic and often very simplified
view of institutions and the state, which they consider proxies of
their capitalist and neoliberal adversaries. They may thus develop
a strong rejection of all intervention by institutions and all dia-
logue with political and institutional actors. Citizens of the way
of reason, on the other hand, accord a central place to institu-
tions, whether to defend them against the hold of markets or to
enable a better regulation. The reinforcement of some interna-
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tional institutions — such as the UN - and the creation of new
ones — particularly in the area of international law and the envi-
ronment — are among their flagship campaigns.

However, each of the two paths has developed more complex
and often ambiguous relations towards national and international
institutions. These institutions in fact function simultaneously as
adversaries and partners of the movement, which denounces them
at the same time as it demands their recognition and the estab-
lishment of new rights. On the issue of international economic
institutions, activists of the way of reason consider there to be
‘too much IMF and not enough regulation’ (workshop on inter-
national institutions, WSF 2005). While all agree on the need for
international regulation, some believe that this requires the dis-
solution of the current bodies (see p. 167). The danger of this
strategy is that it weakens existing institutions in a somewhat
utopian hope of founding new ones. This was notably illustrated
with the opposition to the European Constitutional Treaty. It
raised massive alter-globalization mobilizations throughout the
continent. However, once the Constitution project had failed, it
didn’t mean that a more progressive vision of Europe would take
the lead. On the contrary, it first led to some paralysis of the EU
institutions and then to the adoption of a less ambitious but no
more progressive treaty by the state leaders. Moreover, the poten-
tial role of existing institutions in strengthening democracy is
often underestimated by activists. A social movement scholar and
a leading activist in the US Social Forum, J. Smith (2008: 228)
argues that “To re-embed the global economy within a global
society, social movements must focus on strengthening the insti-
tutions that can support a global human rights culture.” She thus
advocates that ‘social movements must approach political institu-
tions as potential allies in their struggle’.

In the way of subjectivity, the stance towards institutions is
also much more ambiguous than what appears in activists’ dis-
courses. The radical discourse of a complete rejection of the state
and its institutions is thus frequently contradicted by actions and
concrete practices. Virulent anti-state discourse (‘They are
puppets! They do nothing but apply programmes decided in
Washington.: interview with a demonstrator, 2003) and the
assertion of a will to develop autonomous neighbourhoods did
not prevent many radical piqueteros groups from demonstrating
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to claim a broader access to the state social benefit. For Argentinian
piqueteros, as elsewhere, the state was in turns the instrument of
an exacerbated neoliberalism and a bulwark against globaliza-
tion; a key actor in the fight against poverty and in the repression
of popular movements.

The Zapatista movement represents a major exception, having
managed to build long-term autonomy without state support.
However, the fact that improvement of material conditions in the
communities remains limited, or in any case falls short of hopes
held by the rebels at the time of the uprising, also illustrates the
limits of local autonomy unsupported by national institutions.
Local organization can considerably improve the quality of life
of the residents affected, but cannot in itself counter the deteri-
orization of social rights and of a citizenship that remains tied to
nation-states (Davis, 2007: ch. 3). State institutions can go beyond
some of the limitations of local spaces and codify social benefits
into law.

In addition, the reconstruction of institutions represents a
central issue for autonomous communities. In the Zapatista
zones, this is especially true of the organization of local democ-
racy, justice (Lopez Barcenas, 2005) and teaching methods which
integrate indigenous languages and ‘culturally relevant innova-
tions in education’ (Gutiérrez Narvaez, 2006). While embedded
within highly unstable regions in crisis, these spaces of experience
achieve a stability and a reappropriation of social, cultural
and political institutions hitherto regarded as external and
hostile. These new institutions attempt a better adaptation to the
specific needs and reality of the communities, bearing alternative
values and subject to decisions made at assemblies of the people
affected.

Participation at the heart of alternatives

The two ways of alter-globalization are articulated around the
central aim of fostering participation. Whether close to the way
of reason or that of subjectivity, all alter-globalization activists
believe that ‘representative democracy alone is not enough’ “We
can vote once every four years...and then for four years we
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cannot participate in any decision, and then, after four years, all
we can say is “super” or else “stop, no way”. I don’t consider this
to be democracy. . . . Democracy is when everyone can participate
in decisions’ (a young activist from ATTAC-Germany, in
Hurrelmann & Albert, 2002: 318). To alter-globalization activ-
ists, the great challenge is thus to ‘reconquer spaces lost by democ-
racy to the financial sphere’ (ATTAC platform).

From the viewpoint of the way of subjectivity, N. Klein (WSF
2002) emphasized the ‘thousands of alternatives of the move-
ment, in which political participation prevents the reduction of
the political to a policy from and by specialists’, while various
anarchist trends have long stressed the importance of participa-
tory organization, particularly through workers’ and consumers’
assemblies (Dupuis-Déri, 2004; Graeber, 2002). It is also within
this demand for participation that Subcomandante Marcos locates
the raison d’étre of Zapatism: ‘All these claims stem from the
absence of legal spaces of participation for us — the indigenous
people of Chiapas and all Mexicans — in national political life
(EZLN, 1994: 101). Similarly, facing ecological problems, the
landless peasants and Pan-Amazonian Social Forums favour solu-
tions based on ‘sustainable, popular and participatory land man-
agement’ by its inhabitants.

To actors of the way of reason, this translates into an insistence
on ‘public monitoring by citizens’, which is central to many alter-
natives. Alter-globalization activists demand that ‘the main socio-
economic choices, investment priorities, fundamental orientations
on production and distribution, [be] democratically debated and
established by the population itself and not by pseudo “laws of
the market”” (M. Lowy and F. Betto, WSF 2002). Alter-
globalilzation activists advocate a model of justice close to the
deliberative democracy of Habermas (1984) and N. Fraser’s
(1997) ‘parity of participation because interpretations and judge-
ment can never be eliminated from decision-making processes, a
just decision requires nothing less than full and free participation
by all parties concerned. This dialogical process should eventu-
ally privilege the best arguments. In addition, as D. Held (2010:
ch. 6) states, ‘increased participation, the prioritization of social
justice and a focus on sustainability are not just critical values
for a better world, but core operating principles for effective
global governance’.
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Participation and debate are also promoted within the move-
ment. At the WSF ‘assemblies of the social movements’, just as
during the preparation of the ESF, meetings are organized in ways
which allow the maximum number of people to express their
opinions and be actively involved. This ideal is never perfectly
realized (Pleyers, 2004) but as S. Hodkinson (2003: 36) notes,
the fact that alter-globalization activists do not agree with each
other about responses and strategies towards neoliberalism ‘seems
to be less important than the will to openly discuss the restric-
tions faced’.

The central place given to participation distinguishes alter-
globalization from — and places it in opposition to — the vanguard
Perspectives developed by numerous revolutionary movements of
industrial society. At the core of alter-globalization alternatives
and organization principles, participation is inscribed within a will
to give the central place to citizens, displacing purely systemic
logics, whether embodied by a model of inflexible planning, the
invisible hand of the market or the internal contradictions of
capitalism.

At the heart of the alternatives proposed and of internal criti-
cisms, grassroots and citizens’ participation appears to be a central
value of alter-globalization, a major issue with adversaries of the
movement, and the cornerstone of the concept of change: ‘My
ideal society is one in which things are discussed more fully, with
more participation in decisions, ...and with little distance
between leaders and those who are led’ (activist of ATTAC-
Germany; Hurrelmann & Albert, 2002: 319). Globalization tends
to move certain centres of political decision-making farther away
from citizens, establishing these centres at a supranational level.
However, the two paths of alter-globalization have shown that
globalization also offers new opportunities and opens new spaces
to citizen participation, whether within the global debates on
international institutions, active participation in neighbourhoods
and the transformation of daily tasks, or new forms of participa-
tion created by virtual spaces.

Conclusion

The full potential of the alter-globalization movement is achieved
in the combination and complementarities of its two ways. It then



The Main Debates 227

becomes a matter of seeking to combine a better mode of regula-
tion and personal transformation, global institutions and daily
actions. Nevertheless, despite the common foundations and
shared central values (participation, questioning of the traditional
concept of revolution, and pragmatic idealism), for the most part,
alter-globalization alternatives are elaborated inside each of the
two paths: economic and legal measures on one side; predilection
for local change inscribed within everyday life on the other.

Building viable alternatives based on new solidarities and new
regulations, anchored in the global age instead of the nation-state,
represents a major challenge of our time. Willing to face it, alter-
globalization activists refuse preconceived, universal, alternative
plans. They rather seek to develop, through trial and error, a
multiplicity of alternatives articulated around one of the two
paths and the will to promote citizen participation in all fields.
It remains to be seen to what extent this reflexivity and the hesi-
tations of these experiments will prove efficient, given the urgency
of current global challenges.



10

Towards a Post-Washington
Consensus Alter-Globalization

Reconfigurations
The end of the Washington Consensus

The global financial and economic crisis that started in 2007 has
provided a theatricalization of a global ideological shift that
started a few years earlier: the end of the three-decade hegemony
of the Washington Consensus (Held, 2005; Touraine, 2007;
Stiglitz 2008). The rise of financial speculation on the global
market in the 1990s and 2000s led not to a more accurate dis-
tribution of investment but to the worst financial crisis since
1929. After the collapse of Lehman Brothers, no one contested
that markets and the financial sector need more regulation.
Several major alter-globalization arguments have in fact
reached far beyond the movement’s supporters and political divi-
sions. In the 1990s, opening up a country to international trade
was seen as the only path to greater economic growth. By 2008,
many state leaders, among them French President Nicolas Sarkozy
and Indian Prime Minister M. Singh, openly declared that they
would ‘refuse to sacrifice hundreds of thousands of agricultural
jobs on the altar of neoliberalism’ (Le Monde, 22 July 2008).
Barack Obama’s administration had promised to take concrete
measures against international banks, including UBS, which
offered US citizens opportunities to evade tax through tax havens,
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and the then UK prime minister Gordon Brown was looking for
allies to help him implement a Tobin tax on financial transactions
as well as a special tax on banks. The G-20 has largely replaced
the G-8. While it doesn’t give voice to the poorest countries, it
nevertheless offers a more global perspective than the G-8 and
puts greater emphasis on the regulation of the global economy.
Its promise to limit tax havens addresses a major concern of alter-
globalization activists. Other important proposals are on the
table, notably the creation of a new global reserve system, pro-
posed by China and supported by Russia, Brazil, South Africa
and South Korea, as well as by the United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2009) and the 2009
‘Stiglitz report’.

The legitimacy of, and need for, state intervention in the
economy was claimed by the alter-globalization movement in
opposition to neoliberal thinkers who considered the market to
be a more rational actor (see pp. 157-63). In 2008, even former
Brazilian President F. H. Cardoso, once a major target of alter-
globalization activists, stated that ‘There are very few countries
that adopted neoliberal prescriptions and have not completely
collapsed like Argentina. Countries that managed to globalize
successfully did so by maintaining state decision-making capacity
over economic matters.”' Since the summer of 2008, the state has
regained the legitimacy of intervening in economic matters and
has again been accepted as a key economic actor (Bernardi,
2008).

It could be expected that this ‘ideological victory’ would
increase the enthusiasm of alter-globalization activists. However,
at a time when prominent world leaders share core alter-global-
ization ideas and when targeted international institutions have
been widely delegitimized, losing much of their influence, the
future of the organizations and events that have symbolized alter-
globalization seemed uncertain. In Western Europe, major activ-
ist networks — such as the Movimiento de Resistancia Global in
Barcelona, ATTAC and most local Social Forums — have disap-
peared or declined. ATTAC-France’s internal election fraud in
June 2006 accelerated the downfall of alter-globalization in one
of its oldest regional bastions. In 2007, ATTAC-France could
count on the support of less than 10,000 members, compared to
27,000 five years earlier. Alter-globalization is also much less
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dynamic in Italy; the time when dozens of Social Forums were
active throughout the country seems very distant. While 300,000
people demonstrated against the G-8 in Genoa in 2001, there
were only 10,000 eight years later in Aquila, near Rome. In
Mexico, Zapatism has lost its pre-2001 dynamism; at the national
and international level, Marcos’ speeches have sometimes lost
their innovative thoughts, at times even resembling old, far-left
ideas.” The 2007 WSF in Nairobi welcomed three times fewer
participants than the two previous forums, in Porto Alegre and
Mumbai. The large events which launched alter-globalization
onto the front pages of the newspapers, particularly the World
Social Forums and international counter-summits, no longer
benefit from the attraction of novelty and corresponding media-
tization. Even the global financial and economic crisis only gener-
ated limited mobilizations: “With the strong crisis of 2008, when
people were losing their houses, the result of the neoliberal poli-
cies was clear. We should have been able to mobilize massively at
that time’ (an American activist, 2010).

Rather than the end of alter-globalization suggested by some
European analysts,” significant empirical evidence suggests,
however, that the global movement has instead undergone a deep
transformation, consisting of four sets of changes. The first
has already been much discussed: paradoxically, the alter-
globalization movement has had a hard time adapting to the end
of the Washington Consensus era it helped to bring about and to
the shifts in the international ideological, political and economic
context. As R. Zibechi (2006) and F. Polet (2008) note: the
coming to power of progressive candidates with a strong popular
support and the crisis of the Washington Consensus gave birth
to a starker global scenario, in which a series of evolutions pos-
sibly meets some of the expectations of the alter-globalization
movement, though without gaining the support of all of its com-
ponents (see pp. 237-9).

The second transformation relates to the geography of the
movement. Alter-globalization organizations have lost impetus in
several of the movement’s historic strongholds; at the same time,
the global movement has undergone a considerable geographic
expansion since 2004.

Third, the process of cross-fertilization between the two paths
has brought the organizational model of many alter-globalization
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actors under critical scrutiny; vertical organizations were particu-
larly challenged during this period. The risk is, however, that the
movement may actually break down or disappear because of the
emphasis on decentralization and suspicion of authority.

These shifts have resulted in a deep reconfiguration of alter-
globalization around three axes, which form the fourth set of
changes. The first results from an intense involvement of actors
of the way of subjectivity in local and daily life. The second
extends the expert and citizen logic of specialized networks,
which have become the neurological centres of the Social Forums.
The third emerges from the growing place assumed by the ‘politi-
cal’ current; relying notably on the success alter-globalization
ideas have lately enjoyed with progressive governments, especially
in Latin America.

A new geography

While it has experienced a decline in some of its Western European
strongholds, alter-globalization has met with new success in stra-
tegic and highly symbolic regions. North America has turned into
the most dynamic region for Social Forums. A Canadian Social
Forum was held in Calgary in May 2009 and a Quebec Social
Forum in October of the same year. In Mexico, the 2008 national
Social Forum, working within a highly divided local civil society,
initiated a new convergence (Pleyers, 2010). The first US Social
Forum, held in 2007 in Atlanta, gathered together over 10,000
activists from a broad range of civil society organizations, diverse
backgrounds, and different social and political sympathies
(NGOs, local movements, alternative liberals, anarchist net-
works). For five days, many issues were discussed: war and repres-
sion; environmental questions; migrant struggles; women; Native
Americans; workers; and even survivors of Hurricane Katrina
(Smith, Juris & the Social Forum Research Collective, 2008;
Milani & de Freitas, 2007). The second US Social Forum gath-
ered over 15,000 in Detroit in June 2010, among which there
were an outstanding number of activists from minorities.

The movement of Seattle and Porto Alegre has often been
criticized for failing to take root in Africa, a continent activists
consider to be ‘the worst victim of neoliberal globalization’. Yet
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over sixty national or regional Social Forums have been held
across Africa since 2005. Bamako, the capital of Mali, hosted
one of the three World Social Forum meetings in 2006; the 2007
WSF in Nairobi was attended by 50,000 people and contributed
to the creation of national Social Forums in neighbouring
Tanzania, Uganda and Congo. The 2011 World Social Forum
in Dakar should strengthen this tendency. Anti-privatization
movements are very active in South Africa (Ballard, Habib &
Valodia, 2006). The Social Forum dynamic is also strong in the
Maghreb. In January 2008, 1,200 Moroccans and 100 foreigners
gathered for three days in Morocco, among them many youth
and women. The dynamic Social Forum process in the Maghreb
also gives the movement an opportunity to raise and discuss
questions relevant to the Arab and Muslim world that had previ-
ously only been tackled superficially among alter-globalization
forums.

While not as strong as in 2001 and 2003, an alter-globalization
mobilization continues in Europe. In Germany, 80,000 people
protested against the G-8 in June 2007, and 50,000 gathered in
April 2009 to press the leaders of the G-20 in London to adopt
an ambitious programme of international regulation. In the host
city, some 30,000 participated in the same protest in April 2009.
The European Social Forum process has, moreover, been very
active in supporting movements in the east, including in Poland,
Ukraine and especially Turkey. The 2010 Continental Forum was
actually held in Istanbul.

However, it is above all Latin America which continues to raise
the hopes of many alter-globalization activists. There is still a
great deal of enthusiasm for the Social Forum process in Brazil,
as demonstrated by initiatives in about fifty Brazilian cities during
the global week of mobilization around the 2008 WSEF, and by
the 130,000 participants in the 2009 WSF in Bélem.

In Asia, there are alliances between indigenous communities,
peasants, green activists, NGOs and scholar-activists against
privatization and projects that will take the land out of the
peasants’ hands. However, the relations between these various
actors are not always easy, notably when the state plays on their
divergences (Aditjondro, 2007). The global peasant network
Via Campesina is now based in Djakarta. It unites millions of
small farmers in South and South-East Asia (Wright, 2008). In



A Post-Washington Consensus Alter-Globalization 233

Indonesia, India, Thailand, South Korea and numerous countries
of South-East Asia, peasant movements have led the resistance to
neoliberal policies, and demonstrations are regularly conducted
against the WTO for the cancellation of the third world debt and
for food sovereignty.

With the transition to a global age marked by a consciousness
of limited world resources, exacerbated by growing demographic
pressure and strong economic growth in some of the region’s
countries, Asian peasants must defend their lands against busi-
nesses increasingly covetous of natural resources (Srikant, 2009)
and Gulf countries that have started buying land to ensure their
food supplies. At the same time, hunger riots struck the continent
in 2008. The establishment of new city—country relations, to
ensure affordable food for city-dwellers and decent wages for
peasants, is thus one of the most interesting axes developed by
the Asian movements.

South Korean trade unions and peasant movements have, for
many years, been at the forefront of alter-globalization struggles.
They led the charge against the WTO during the 2003 mobiliza-
tions in Cancun, and have since regularly organized massive
protests and alter-globalization forums. South Korean students’
networks are also very committed towards global issues, including
global warming. (Park, 2009: 456-7). In China, the main sectors
that are critical of globalization belong to anti-globalization, or
anti-western, nationalist currents (Loong-Yu, 2006). Alter-
globalization activists have, however, a growing interest in
Chinese civil society actors, as attested by the multiplication of
texts about this country on mailing lists and in alter-globalization
reviews. They are particularly attuned to the situation and mobi-
lizations of workers in the ‘world’s factory’ and to struggles for
democracy which, notably, take place on the internet. Western
activists also closely follow the positions taken by the Chinese
government on the environment, and on economic relaunch and
development programmes. They appreciated, for example, its pro-
posal for a more stable monetary system based on an international
reserve during the London G-20 in April 2009.

Many analysts of the movement remain stuck in the initial
geography of alter-globalization; they look for the movement in
places where it is no longer based. By concluding hastily that the
movement is declining, they ignore the fact that it relies on diverse
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actors from a broad range of backgrounds and that the movement
has its own rhythm in each city, country and region. Alter-
globalization and the Social Forums process have progressively
expanded to new regions, where activists undergo a different set
of experiences and thereby develop new dynamics. Less active in
Western Europe, the movement has become more global than it
was at the beginning of the 2000s. The downside of this geo-
graphic expansion is that greater diversity in the movement
increases the difficulties of coordination and of agreeing common
guidelines.

Evolving forms of activism

As chapter 9 showed, the idea of putting the values of participa-
tion and democracy into practice within the movements’ events
and organizations has been progressively integrated by activists
and then leaders of the way of reason. This process of cross-
fertilization of the two paths intensified after 2006, thereby
furthering criticism and emancipation of hierarchical forms of
organization. In the WSF International Council, as in many other
alter-globalization networks, a lot of energy has been devoted to
discussing and rethinking the organization of the movement and
the preparatory process of its main events in order to reconcile
openness, flat hierarchy and democracy with the requisite
efficiency. The European Social Forum created a dynamic working
group that gathered various times in 2006 and 2007 to discuss
and remodel the organization of the ESF networks and
assemblies.

The transition of an organizational model centred on historic
leaders and intellectuals to a more decentralized and participatory
movement had dramatic consequences for some organizations
that formerly most strongly embodied the alter-globalization
movement. As chapter 6 showed, the confrontation was particu-
larly vigorous within ATTAC-France. While it had always adopted
a more collegial and decentralized structure, ATTAC-Germany
had its own shake-up in 2007. Most founding members resigned
from the national coordination committee. In France as in
Germany, ATTAC evolved towards a more collegial, less hierar-
chical, more decentralized structure, with a younger steering com-
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mittee (two members of ATTAC-Germany’s new national
committee were 24 and 26 years old), more feminine (A. Trouvé,
the new co-chair of ATTAC-France, was a 27-year-old woman)
and more open to new themes, including sustainable development.
Although dynamic actions have resulted, the organization has not
recovered the breadth and strength it enjoyed until 2003.

The promotion of a more horizontal and networked movement
as well as the valorization of personal autonomy have also
favoured a greater detachment of activists from civil society orga-
nizations. In previous models of commitment, individual activists
were often considered as tools in the strategy of mass organiza-
tion (Ion 997). Alter-globalization has reversed the logic: civil
society organizations constitute tools through which individual
citizens access information, meet like-minded people and get
resources to implement projects and actions. The internet favoured
this evolution by offering means of staying connected and well
informed without belonging to any specific organization. With
the ‘revolution of 2.0 citizenship’, a growing amount of activism
(Brecher, Costello & Smith, 2009) and citizen participation
(Toscano, 2010; M. Thompson, 2009) plays out directly on the
web. Anyone with a web connection can post texts and comments
that may be read around the world. As a Californian activist
explains, ‘These tools are allowing us to leverage a collective
body of knowledge and glean from it best practices and models
for alternatives ways of making.* The web was, however, only
one among several factors in this deep transformation of contem-
porary political engagement, which include a general decrease in
older forms of collective identity, solidarity and activism
(McDonald, 2006; Aguiton & Cardon, 2007; Ion, 1997). The
movement may thus appear at times more of an ‘opinion move-
ment’ than a clearly identified social movement.

In many ways, the evolution of the ‘Generation of Seattle’
illustrates a wider transformation of alter-globalization. As
the young alter-activists became adults with kids and demanding
jobs, their commitment to activism has undergone dramatic
changes, both in the time dedicated to protest actions (‘In October
2008, they organized a demonstration at Wall Street, with 5,000
people. But I had so much work that I couldn’t even join them’)
and in its style (‘10 years ago, we were more radicals. Many
of us became professors and you can’t slogan anymore as you
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did 10 years ago”). They usually keep informed about alter-
globalization main events and challenges, some adopt alternative
consumption patterns, others occasionally march in a demonstra-
tion, but very few can still afford to spend one week at a counter-
summit or discussing the way a decision process may become
more horizontal and participatory. These changing patterns in
their activism don’t mean they all threw away their values and
political culture as they became parents and skilled professionals.
They may actually represent the alter-globalization movement’s
best hope for a lasting impact in at least three fundamental ways.

First, D. McAdam’s studies (1989) have shown how intense
experience of political activism during one’s youth transforms
social identity and political beliefs in fundamental ways, with
lasting effects on vote patterns and daily life practices. Strong
experience of global events and meeting with people from around
the world also durably transform one’s world vision.

Second, many (former) alter-activists now occupy professional
positions with higher responsibilities where they may actually
have a much greater influence. When three organizers of the 1999
and 2001 protests in Seattle and Quebec met at the 2010 New
York Left Forum, they were working, respectively, at the
Rockefeller Foundation, as the editor of a magazine and as an
assistant professor. Similarly, the initiators of the Parisian network
Vamos became teachers, assistant professors, researchers,® and
lawyers, or work in trade unions and civil society organizations.
Two of them have taken editorial responsibilities — one in a left-
wing journal and one in a magazine.’”

Third, this generation may also be the best able to combine the
two ways of the alter-globalization movement. As young activists,
they were deeply rooted in the way of subjectivity. Now active in
more institutional civil society organizations or in the education
sector, they are often closer to the way of reason. Many insist,
however, on maintaining some of their alter-activist practices in
their professional environment, for example by fostering more
horizontal relationships in schools or among third sector organi-
zations. Besides, as they acquire some distance from their former
experience, they are also the best able to acknowledge both the
importance and the limits of alter-activism and to underline the
complementarity of expressive activism with NGOs and actors
of the way of reason:
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After the success of Seattle, the question that came was ‘So what?’.
We were not able to go to something more concrete, like a change
in the law. Larger NGOs, like Public Citizens and Global
Exchange, occupied the space in the media. They were able to
articulate the failure of the WTO with concrete demands. We, as
radical activists, we were not able to do it.

The most fruitful outcomes of the generation of Seattle
and Genoa - and, beyond, of the whole alter-globalization move-
ment — may thus be yet to come.

Towards concrete outcomes

Neoliberal ideology is under attack from all sides, including from
political leaders. However, alter-globalization activists believe
that concrete policies have not really changed: ‘the privatization
of public services and certain neoliberal policies still receive
support, particularly from the Barroso [European] Commission’
(an activist from Friends of the Earth UK, 2009). However, activ-
ists call attention to the huge gap between the promises and
speeches of the G-20 and the measures actually implemented. Tax
havens were presented as a major target of the G-20 leaders,
but action against these strategic spaces of a deregulated global
economy remains limited. In April 2009, the London G-20
summit decided to shore up the IMF by tripling its budget
(from $250 billion to $750 billion) in order to help stabilize the
economy and the markets. Alter-globalization activists ques-
tioned: ‘Being the source of many problems, it is curious how the
G-20 and the IMF can project themselves as a solution too’
(interview after the London G-20, April 2009). The international
agreement on the necessity of reinforcing internal democracy and
increasing representation of emerging countries in the institution
resulted only in a modest reform, bearing on 5 per cent of the
votes. Moreover, while the G-20 brings together the leaders of
two-thirds of the world’s population, it hardly gives voice to the
poorest countries. Several alter-globalization leaders have thus
called for the UN to become the central organizing body in this
global crisis.

Likewise, while partisans of more equitable models of develop-
ment have some reasons to celebrate the repeated failure of WTO
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trade negotiations since 2003, they should remain cautious. First
of all, the motivation of the large emerging countries (China,
Brazil, South Africa, India) who joined together during these
negotiations was not to challenge free trade but to reinforce it,
by demanding wider access to northern markets for their agri-
business industries. As Via Campesina has repeatedly stated, such
an opening of the market will hardly benefit small producers in
the global south.® Second, although it has slowed the process of
trade liberalization, the WTO failure has not prevented bilateral
free trade agreements from being signed, such as those between
the European Union and Mexico and between the United States
and Central American countries. Such agreements offer less pro-
tection and less capacity for negotiation to the weaker
countries.

While celebrating the fact that states have recovered a greater
role in the management of the economy, alter-globalization activ-
ists criticize the fact that the ‘measures taken by governments
against the crisis have tended to support the actors who, in part,
originated the crisis, particularly through plans to save the banks’
(an English activist protesting against the G-20 summit in London,
2 April 2009); “The only preoccupation of the US government is
to go back to “business as usual” and to start again as before the
crisis. They are convinced that the system will recover soon and
they don’t talk about reform’ (an activist in Boston, 2010).
Activists deplore the absence of measures sufficient to avoid the
recurrence of a similar crisis: ‘In the absence of effective measures
against financial speculation, [current measures to address the
crisis] will contribute to creating new bubbles — the one on the
American treasury bonds is swelling before our eyes. And finan-
cial history teaches us that bubbles always end up bursting’
(Zacharie, 2009).

The peak of the financial crisis was hardly past before the
traders’ bonus system was back in action. While most activists
had great hope that the major economic and financial crisis would
lead to profound changes in the system, they were soon disillu-
sioned (Caruso, 2010). Like Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2009),
one of the leading figures of alter-globalization in this new phase,
many activists thus wonder: ‘Some people say “Neoliberalism has
come to an end.” But we don’t know what that really means — if
it has really come to an end, then what is after that? In any
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case — whatever it is, it’s not very hopeful, but it is clear that it
is not going to be the same type of free trade orgy that used to
be the case in the past.’

At the 2009 WSF in Bélem, activists drew two conclusions out
of this statement. First, ‘None of the opportunities for [social
transformation] will come out of the crisis by themselves, without
interventions’ (WSF IC report, October 2009). The 1997 Asian
crisis hardly slowed speculation. The economic crisis, with the
end of the Washington Consensus, represents an opportunity for
the alter-globalization movement because it attests to the limita-
tions of the neoliberal model and the importance of some of the
critiques advanced by alter-globalization. Nevertheless, however
large it is, the crisis in itself will not generate social change.
The latter will depend on the capacity of social movements to
bring out the questions posed by the historic situation and
to advance alternative political visions and economic rationality.
During the year following the crash of Lehman Brothers, the alter-
globalization movement did not have that capacity, but the battle
is far from over.

The second conclusion now shared by all alter-globalization
activists is that the time has come to focus on concrete alternative
outcomes. Ten years after the famous slogan on a wall of Seattle:
“We are winning’ — activists state that “We won’t win the struggle
by ideology itself. We need concrete outcomes. People often enter
the movement with very concrete demands’ (an organizer of the
2007 and 2010 US Social Forums). However, while clear opposi-
tion to the Washington Consensus and massive demonstrations
provided both media coverage and causes to unite the movement,
alter-globalization activists are far more divergent when it comes
to the implementation of alternative policies. The movement has
been reconfigured around three distinct tracks. The way of sub-
jectivity has greatly developed, re-focusing the activities of many
movements on the local level and daily life. The way of reason is
more divided. On one side, many thematic networks have been
created. They bring together experts and citizens around a less
mediatized logic, which has nevertheless proven effective on
certain issues. On the other side, the political victories of progres-
sive and charismatic leaders in Latin America have bolstered the
more political tendency of this path. Many activists have lent
support to these progressive regimes and political parties, in line
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with positions defended by several intellectuals involved in the
way of reason.

A focus on the local level and
alternative consumption

In both north and south, in cities and countrysides, two modes
of renewed interest in the local and in daily practices have become
widespread. The first turns to the construction of more self-
reliant communities; the second to practices of alternative con-
sumption. Lived experience, reinforcement of convivial social
relations and experiments with concrete alternatives are at the
heart of these initiatives, which clearly share the logic of action
and values of the way of subjectivity.

Neo-localism

In the Americas (Hocquengem, 2009) as in India (Srikant, 2009),
numerous indigenous peoples’ movements place local organiza-
tion at the core of their struggles. The post-2003 evolution of
Zapatism is a good illustration of this trend (see pp. 61-5). Urban
movements are also seeking to ‘reappropriate’ local spaces (a
neighbourhood or an alternative community centre) to build con-
crete autonomies and live in another way: “Through collective
processes, we can create spaces that allow us not only to live but
develop our creativity as human beings. We create a space where
another form of living is possible’ (youth during the first Mexican
Social Forum, 2008).

This aspiration to build a world based on local communities
that are much more self-reliant also became widespread in western
countries’ movements, especially in Australia, the USA and the
UK. Broad citizen networks maintain that ‘Relocalization pro-
vides us with an opportunity to gradually extend our freedom,
creativity and richness in how we live economically, socially,
culturally and spiritually. It could also help us to reduce human-
ity’s impact on the Earth’ (Global Trade Watch, 2006: 38). These
‘relocalization movements’ develop a wide range of local experi-
ments aimed at reducing consumption and producing locally,
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building community resilience as a response to climate change
and a way to preserve and promote local knowledge and culture
(Hess, 2009).

The tendency towards a communalist withdrawal, raised in
chapter 2, is undeniably present in some of these movements.
However, most ‘Relocalization Networks’ insist that ‘relocaliza-
tion would not necessitate putting an end to international trade
or isolating ourselves from the world, but rather encouraging and
reinvigorating local communities to be self-sufficient and strong’
(Global Trade Watch, 2006: 38). These networks echo the alter-
globalization dynamic in that they allow citizens to take charge
of their own lives and experiment with practical alternatives by
‘acting locally on global issues’. Concerned citizens ‘have decided
to take action for themselves rather than wait for further debate
or to wait even longer for business and government to take
action’.”

Alternative consumption

The way of subjectivity has encouraged a sensitivity to the sig-
nificance of everyday life. All over the world, grassroots
movements are developing forms of critical, local and convivial
consumption (Leonini & Sassatelli, 2008; Pleyers, 2011). This has
sometimes even eclipsed other forms of alter-globalization involve-
ment: numerous activists and social centres in Italy, which were
at the heart of the large alter-globalization mobilizations a few
years ago, now focus on neighbourhood life, cultural exhibits,
and alternative consumption networks (Rebughini & Famiglietti,
2008; Toscano, 2011).

Alternative food networks such as Teikei (community-
supported agriculture) in Japan, the ‘Community Supported
Agriculture’ networks in the USA and the UK, and local
‘consum’actors groups’ have become widespread in recent
years. Most of them are actually ‘self-help’ groups whose aim
is to provide quality local food to consumer groups and
secure outcomes for local farmers (Maye & Kirwan, 2010;
Seyfang, 2009: ch. 5). However, groups who emerged from the
alter-globalization movement tie these concrete practices of
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consumption to a broader social transformation ‘from below’.
They reject the model of a consumer society based on ‘anony-
mous and inhuman supermarkets’, question food policies and
support small organic farmers. Most of these alternative food
networks gather a limited number of families, often around
twenty, and seek to develop strong and convivial social relations
among their members. Activists from the Brooklyn Food
Coalition or the international Slow Food Movement indeed con-
sider food practices to be at the heart of major societal chal-
lenges: public health issues (diabetes, obesity, etc.), lack of access
to healthy food in poorer neighbourhoods (the ‘urban food
deserts’), fostering convivial relatinships among communities
(e.g. with collective gardens or shared meals), global warming
(Lappe, 2010) and a struggle against the domination of global
corporations and industrial farms. Behind this alternative
consumption lies the question of a radically different society.
In the words of 1. Illich (1973: 28), it is a matter of ‘moving
from productivity to conviviality’. This conviviality and stronger
local social fabric are now at the centre of a multitude of
‘new convivial urban movements’, ranging from ‘critical masses’
of bicycles, to promoting the use of bicycles in cities, to
city-gardeners who create small, green areas in corners of the
city to promote ‘convivial and beautiful public spaces’ (inter-
view, London, 2009).

Alongside other movements which have developed around
alternative consumption, networks for ‘convivial degrowth’ and
‘voluntary simplicity’ (De Bouver, 2009) seek to implement a
lifestyle that puts less of a strain on natural resources, reduces
waste and develops convivial relationships. These activists try to
fight ‘hyper-consumerism’ by decreasing their own consumption.
They prioritize reuse of objects, recycling, bicycles and public
transport.

The limitations and diversions of the way of subjectivity evoked
in chapters 2 and 4 are, however, even more present in these very
individualized modes of involvement. In some cases it leads to the
disintegration of the alter-globalization movement or its dissolu-
tion into depoliticized ‘self-help’ groups, more personal consider-
ations of health or the quality of produce replacing the sense of
opposition to neoliberalism and consumer society (Seyfang,
2009).
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Citizens’ and experts’ advocacy networks

Another stream of the movement believes that concrete outcomes
will be achieved through efficient single-issue networks able to
develop coherent arguments and effective advocacy, rather than
mass assemblies and demonstrations around global summits. On
this basis, energy previously devoted to global and continental
Social Forums' has largely shifted towards thematic networks.
With the rising demand that Social Forums should not only be
spaces of discussion but also lead to concrete actions and cam-
paigns, issue-based networks have often become the most dynamic
actors of Social Forums. The latter have become opportunities for
the networks to meet for a few days, hold their general assemblies,
establish agendas for the coming year and exchange experience of
recent local and national struggles. At the Malmo European Social
Forum in 2008, three new continental networks were launched to
oppose privatization of public goods and services, around the
themes of water, public transport and health care. They joined
numerous other European networks already active around issues
such as education, ‘tax justice’ and transnational corporations.
Prominent global environmental coalitions, such as ‘Climate
Justice Action’, have also been founded during Social Forums.

These networks are less well known to the public and less
covered by the press than organizations like ATTAC or Focus on
the Global South once were. It does not prevent them from often
being more effective, for two basic reasons. First, the quality of
discussion and arguments at meetings tends to be considerably
improved, since participants have increasingly specialized in the
issue and come to know each other."" Second, the less formalized
character of these networks and the fact that they are less covered
by the press encourage a more pragmatic approach towards policy
makers and efficient advocacy. Numerous networks include civil
servants (from ministries of finance in the Tax Justice Network,
or from municipalities in the network defending the public man-
agement of water) and even some local elected officials. Moreover,
some governments, notably those of Ecuador and India, appeal
to alter-globalization expertise to assess the country’s debt man-
agement or to take part as official delegates in international trade
negotiations.
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Networks for a sustainable public management of water are
a good illustration of this new dynamic within the alter-
globalization movement. The topic has enjoyed growing promi-
nence among activists from all continents. Alter-globalization
forums have helped local groups build continental networks in
the fight against privatization of the management of water. The
African network was created during the 2007 WSF in Nairobi,
largely thanks to the dynamism of South African struggles in this
area (Ballard et al., 2006). Indigenous movements have been
particularly active within the Inter-American Water Activists
Network which struggles for the protection and collective man-
agement of water. Their position, however, is distinct from that
of urban-dwellers in that they promote ‘community management’
— which does not necessarily pass through the public sector.

In Europe, the fight against water privatization is particularly
significant in Turkey, where dozens of local committees have
organized against the ambitious privatization of river water which
has been sold to private corporations with a 49-year lease. In
Italy, where there are local networks in more than 300 munici-
palities. The issue of water has already been taken up in various
local Social Forums, notably in Florence and Berlin. However, it
wasn’t until 2008, in the European Social Forum in Malmo, that
the European Public Water Network was officially launched by
about 100 activists coming from fifteen countries. They adopted
a manifesto calling for the ‘sustainable, public and participatory
management of water’. Zealous opponents of privatization, they
maintain, however, that ‘it is not about giving public authorities
a blank cheque for water management’; ‘public monitoring’ by
citizens is promoted as an essential element, as is collaboration
between citizen users, elected officials, and workers in this sector,
who ‘must be fully integrated in our water seminars’.'* Through
the protection of water, these activists also seek to raise the
broader issue of global public good commodification, to oppose
global corporations and to support public services.

A wide diversity of actors has joined to these water networks:
citizen users, bureaucrats, some elected officials, unions, alter-
globalization expert networks, local Social Forums and, where
the movement is more organized, national topical convergences
such as the ‘Italian Water Movements’ coalition. Several well-
known intellectuals are also associated with this issue, including
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Susan George and Ricardo Petrella. However, unlike committed
intellectuals among alter-globalization organizations at the begin-
ning of the 2000s, they often remain outside the organizational
processes of these networks. The European network relies for
the most part on five ‘network facilitators’ from different coun-
tries, chosen during the network’s general assembly. A larger
group of ‘coordinators’ is open to everyone ‘that commits herself
to spending time on this question over the next year’ (GA, Malmo
2008). While ‘water justice activist’ networks are generally reliant
on practices of the way of reason, the values of the way of
subjectivity are also felt, notably in the will to develop ‘an open
and horizontal network’ and to maintain local organizing at
its heart.

Although it gets little media attention, this network has already
proven its efficiency, notably by contributing to the decision taken
by the city of Paris in December 2008 to re-municipalize its water
distribution, which had been managed previously by private cor-
porations. For weeks and months prior to this decision, activists
and experts from networks in Germany, Britain and Montpellier
travelled to the French capital to participate in lobbying actions
and forums organized by the local network for the ‘remunicipal-
ization’ of water. European activists organized an important
counter-summit to the fifth World Water Forum, held in Istanbul
in March 2009, to denounce the domination of this Forum by
transnational companies (cf. Pigeon et al., 2009).

The growing interest of alter-globalization networks in water
can be explained by two main factors. First, water is at the nexus
of a series of issues which have gained in importance: preserva-
tion of natural resources, global common goods, struggles against
privatization, defence of public services, and citizen participation
in the management of public goods. Second, the topic of water
corresponds particularly well to the features of the way of reason.
Very concrete alternatives exist and alter-globalization activists
intend to show, empirically and theoretically, ‘the greater ratio-
nality of public management of water relative to its privatization’
(a French civil servant, GA in Malma). The water issue is equally
appreciated for its ‘pedagogical virtue starting from this issue,
which affects all citizens in their daily life, questions are raised
about public policies and neoliberalism. With the idea of citizen
monitoring over elected officials and public services, the full issue
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of citizen participation is raised by the alternative model of water
management.

Supporting progressive regimes

Strengthening state agency in social, environmental and eco-
nomic matters has always been a major objective for activists
close to the way of reason (see chapter 7). Now that the global
economic crisis has lent new legitimacy to state intervention in
the economy, and with the rise to power of several progressive
leaders, especially in the Americas, a third trend of the alter-
globalization movement believes that the time has come to support
the efforts of progressive political leaders to implement alternative
policies. They consider the state to be the fundamental lever of
social change. At the national level, it allows public policies and
progressive economic policies to be adopted, and the wave of
privatization to be stopped and even reversed with the national-
ization of natural resource extraction companies, as in Venezuela
and Bolivia. At the international level, coalitions of progressive
states are able to implement new regional projects and institu-
tions, such as the ‘Bank of the South’ that has replaced the IMF
in several South American countries. Coalition of states also have
the power to block the progress of trade liberalization, as they
have within the WTO.

The rise to power of progressive and charismatic leaders in
several Latin American countries marked an important evolution
in the 2000s. The leftist presidents of Brazil, Venezuela, Bolivia,
Ecuador and Paraguay participated in the World Social Forum
in Bélem in 2009. Certain alter-globalization ideas have actually
been taken up by several Latin American heads of state, although
none of these can be identified with the movement. With the Bank
of the South, its strong opposition to the Free Trade Area of
the Americas and its anti-imperialist discourses, Hugo Chavez
has seduced many alter-globalization activists, particularly
among intellectuals of a generation previously involved in
anti-imperialist struggles. They even decided to hold one of the
three 2006 WSF events in Caracas. A few years earlier, alter-
globalization activists pinned their hopes above all on the election
to the Brazilian presidency of Lula, who had, after all, partici-
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pated in each World Social Forum in Brazil. They were neverthe-
less disappointed by Lula’s policies. This tendency is also present
in the United States, where the impetus generated by the first
national Social Forum in 2007 was largely redirected towards
Senator Obama’s extensive presidential campaign, eventually fol-
lowed by widespread disappointment among alter-globalization
activists.

The ‘political’ tendency has always existed within the alter-
globalization movement. It has, however, gained impetus since
2005. Some of the main leaders of the organizations which shaped
the movement between 1997 and 2005 even called for a ‘post-
alterglobalization’ firmly anchored in political struggles (Cassen
& Ventura, 2008). They support the idea of a ‘permanent front
of political parties, social movements and international net-
works’" and call the movements to join Hugo Chavez’ initiative
for a Fifth International, conceived as ‘a tool for the convergence
towards actions and the elaborations of an alternative model’.
Walden Bello' calls the movement to follow the recommenda-
tions Chavez made during the WSF in Caracas: ‘Up to now, we
have adopted a “counter-power” strategy. We, the social and
political movements, must occupy positions of power at the local,
national and regional level.” The Brazilian intellectual Emir Sader
even considers the cause of the ‘failure of the WSF’ to be its
‘incapacity to link itself with progressive governments’."

As stated in chapter 4, it is thus hardly astonishing to find
alter-globalization intellectuals who emerged from the anti-
imperialist currents of the 1970s turning towards progressive
heads of state in the global south, hoping for a ‘new Bandung’'®
(Sen & Kumar, 2007). However, even alter-globalization experts
who had previously kept their distance from the political sphere
are now running for election. During the 2009 European elec-
tions, the founder and ex-leader of ATTAC-Germany, Sven
Giegold, joined the German Green Party; the alter-globalization
expert Raoul-Marc Jennar joined the French far-left New
Anticapitalist Party; and José Bové became one of the main
figures of the French party ‘Europe Ecologie’. All hoped to con-
tinue their activism and take some alter-globalization arguments
to the European Parliament. Should this development be inter-
preted as a sign of the movement’s decline? Or, on the contrary,
is it an acknowledgement of the movement’s importance on the
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part of the political parties who enlisted these activists? Either
way, it is clear that a process of absorption into the sphere of
institutional politics — a classic phenomenon in the evolution
of social movements (Klandermans, Roefs and Olivier, 1998) —
operates among certain currents of alter-globalization, bringing
both risks and new potential to the alter-globalization
movement.

By moving closer to political leaders, alter-globalization activ-
ists may lose their autonomy. The position the movement took on
Hugo Chavez and other state leaders has raised long debates.
Taking a step back, Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2009) analyses:
“What happened in that situation was that the International
Council [of the WSF] could not do an in-depth analysis of the situ-
ation there, and it is never going to do that.” As stated in chapter
7, another risk lies in the delegation of the decision-making power
to state leaders, while the alter-globalization movement’s aim was
precisely to favour broader citizen participation in decision-mak-
ing processes and less vertical political practices. On the other
hand, a closer relationship with heads of state and progressive
parties could, at the same time, allow activists to have greater
influence over important decisions and to become more effective
— thanks particularly to a certain political realism of their new
partners: ‘The problem is that the movement is big but diverse:
everyone shouts in a different direction. If we manage to agree on
one target for this year, it would give us a lot of strength’ (Bolivia’s
ambassador to the UN, Left Forum, New York, 2010).

While wishing to maintain autonomy and a certain distance,
plenty of alter-globalization activists view alliances with progres-
sive political leaders on strategic issues favourably (Ponniah,
2005). This is particularly true of activists of the way of reason,
but is also the case with some actors who are closer to the way
of subjectivity. In this way, indigenous movements strongly sup-
ported Bolivian President Evo Morales’ initiatives during the
climate summit in Copenhagen. B. de Sousa Santos, though gen-
erally wary of the potential for the instrumentalization of alter-
globalization actors, also believes that the search for a ‘new
articulation between political parties and movements’ is a major
current issue. But is it possible to find a balance between comple-
mentarity and autonomy? As we shall see, experiences related to
environmental issues are of interest on this question. Will we see
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the same type of coalition for a Tobin tax on financial transac-
tions, for which several European leaders have shown support?

It would in any case be a mistake to pit ‘movements’ against
the ‘state’ and ‘activists’ against ‘political leaders’. The boundar-
ies between these two worlds have become somewhat blurred. At
many large international summits, some members of national
delegations are drawn from civil society rather than from the
ranks of elected officials or the civil service. Experts from the
alter-globalization network numbered among the Indian and
Malaysian delegates to the WTO summit at Canctn, and repre-
sentatives of indigenous movements participated in the Bolivian
delegation to the UN summit in Copenhagen. We have also high-
lighted the involvement of local elected officials in thematic
alter-globalization networks, such as around public water man-
agement. Some Latin American state presidents have a social
movement background or regularly attend alter-globalization
forums. In some cases, they even initiate dynamics very similar
to Social Forums and the global civil society repertoire, as is the
case with Evo Morales’ conference on climate change that gath-
ered social movements, NGOs, political parties and state presi-
dents in Cochabamba in April 2010.

A return to pre-alterglobalization?

Alter-globalization has entered a new phase, more focused on
obtaining concrete results than on struggling over ideas. Each of
the three trends emerging from this reconfiguration has transfor-
matory potential and could lead to the implementation of alter-
globalization alternatives on the local, national and global scales.
However, they are also marked by a tendency to return to more
traditional models of action, political cultures and concepts
of social change, which the two paths of alter-globalization
claimed to have moved beyond. This is particularly clear of
the most political tendency, which is inscribed within a very
classic repertoire and institutionalization process (Kriesi, 1996).
Several aspects of the so-called ‘post-alterglobalization’ recall ‘pre-
alterglobalization’ political cultures: in the principal actors (for
the most part, coming from the anti-imperialist movements of the
1970s); in the often very vertical practices of organizing; and in
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the way social change is conceived — much less about encouraging
citizen participation than about changes ‘from above’ through the
agency of progressive, national political leaders.

The statement could be similar concerning thematic networks,
reminiscent of the transnational advocacy networks which had
their heyday in global civil society in the 1990s (Keck & Sikkink,
1998). For sure, the majority of alter-globalization networks con-
tinue to distinguish themselves by the importance they assign to
citizen participation and by their involvement in a much larger
movement against neoliberalism. However, while issue-based
campaigns have sometimes been successful, the aftermath of the
2008-9 global crisis has underlined the weakness of the appeal
to a more global change. The promotion of the latter had been a
distinctive characteristic of the alter-globalization movement, in
contrast with many 1990s NGOs and global civil society cam-
paigns focused on single issues. The retreat into the local is also
not without echoes of widespread practices among the 1970s
movements, particularly in counter-cultural circles. Emphasizing
the limits of punctual global events and gatherings, many alter-
globalization activists have turned to local movements, for
example networks against gentrification or for alternative con-
sumption. In some cases, the global scope and the link with
international Social Forums was lost while grassroots activists
focused only on local and domestic concerns: ‘Global spectacle
was something important at a time but it can’t do it all. Many of
us went back to local organizing, to build something from
the bottom. But then it became so local that it was often as if
the rest of the world didn’t exist’ (an activist from Montreal,
2010).

In each of the three new directions, risks of a return to ‘pre-
alterglobalization’ clearly exist. However, each of these trends
offers opportunities for new alliances between activists of the
way of subjectivity and others closer to the way of reason — for
example, through the integration of numerous ‘Seattle generation’
alter-activists into more institutionalized civil society organiza-
tions or through new forms of alliance between social movements
and political actors on the question of climate change. Moreover,
several recent Social Forums have been very successful in articu-
lating struggles and actors locally and globally. Amazonian indig-
enous movements influenced the Bélem forum and have assumed
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a major role in alter-globalization downstream of that meeting.
The articulation of local struggles with a global movement and
global issues was also a major goal of the second USSF.

Climate justice

In the previous section, we highlighted the fact that the 2009
WSF in Bélem served as an opportunity to re-adjust alter-
globalization strategies in the face of the economic and financial
global crisis. The Forum also confirmed the major importance of
environmental issues in the alter-globalization movement. At the
2009 Forum, indigenous movements lent the issue a new momen-
tum. Their conception of development centred on ‘living well’
(‘buen vivir’) was adopted by the activists attending the forum,
and by the entire alter-globalization movement when those activ-
ists shared their experience and ideas from Bélem with fellow
activists in their home countries. The concept of ‘living well’ is
meant to provide an alternative vision of development, opposed
to the modern idea of progress, economic growth dogmatism and
mass consumption.'” Moreover, their insistence on the ‘sacredness
of Mother Earth’ has placed indigenous movements at the fore-
front of the struggle against climate change.

The mobilizations around the UN Summit on Climate Change
in December 2009 in Copenhagen, and the international forums
that followed, provided another illustration of the rising concern
for environmental issues in the alter-globalization movement.
Along with civil society actors specifically dedicated to environ-
mental issues (and who had often attended some Social Forums),
the wide diversity of alter-globalization actors was represented in
the Danish capital: Friends of the Earth, ATTACs, NGOs, black
blocs, trade union delegates, engaged artists, charismatic figures
such as José Bové, and, ten years after the Seattle event, a new
generation of young activists lived an intense experience of global
activism: ‘the spirit, the conviction and enthusiasm that made that
demo and other moments in Copenhagen so magic’.'® The counter-
summit brought together civil society coalitions and activists
based mostly in the north with major movements of the global
south (Via Campesina farmers from all continents, indigenous
peoples and dozens of delegates from activist networks).
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In Copenhagen, a wide array of the climate justice movement
borrows the forms and repertoires of action of the alter-
globalization movement: the counter-summit and its expert
panels; festive and colourful protests; performances of direct
actions; and ‘climate camps’, which represent a continuation of
the alter-activist youth camps, to a large extent adopting their
modes of organization, their concern with concrete alternative
experiments, and their thirst for experience.

The two paths of alter-globalization thus intertwined at
Copenhagen. The ‘Klimaforum’ offered dozens of talks, often
very technical, where experts and activists discussed precise
topics. It was animated, for the most part, by global networks of
NGOs and actors rooted in the way of reason, such as Climate
Justice Now and Our World Is Not for Sale. All around and
throughout the city re-baptized ‘Hopenhagen’, venues were
planned to encourage convivial meetings and exchanges of expe-
rience, around a table with some organic food. Concerts, theatre
performances and cultural activities contributed to a festive
atmosphere and strengthened the ‘pleasure of being there’. The
diverse modalities of the way of subjectivity were also particularly
well represented by indigenous movements, old People’s Global
Action activists and, above all, innumerable affinity groups of
alter-activist youth and anarchists, often involved in the Climate
Justice Action network or the climate camps.

More profoundly, the continuity of the movement is marked
by the assertion of the same will to be an actor in global chal-
lenges and debates, as well as by the fact that the two paths of
alter-globalization also animate the climate justice movement and
have found new combinations in this struggle. Against global
warming, just as against neoliberal policies, activists sought to
re-assert their capacity to act as citizens in the face of decisions
taken at the highest levels. This central meaning was everywhere
proclaimed in Copenhagen: “The 850 of us in this train believe
that citizen mobilizations can change things and are necessary
because political decisions are very much insufficient in relation
to the urgency of climate change’ (a spokesperson for the train
which brought French and Belgian activists to Copenhagen); ‘It’s
time for our diverse people’s movements to unite and reclaim the
power to shape our future. We are beginning this process with
the people’s assembly. We will join together all the voices that
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have been excluded’ (a spokesperson for Climate Justice Action'?).
Copenhagen thus offered a new theatricalization of the central
conflict waged by alter-globalization activists for more than
fifteen years. As was the case in Seattle in December 1999, world
citizens, indigenous people and committed experts opposed
in Copenhagen a ‘corporate-and-market-driven system being
propped up by governments responsible for the crisis’;*® “When
dealing with climate change, the voices that are heard are trans-
national companies’ lobbies, the US, the EU and a few emerging
countries of the G-20’ (a Mexican activist, interview, 2010). The
attitude of the American president particularly incensed activists:
‘Obama announced, “Now, we have a deal”, only after negotiat-
ing with Brazil and China and while most countries hadn’t had
the opportunity even to see the text’ (an activist at the Left
Forum, New York, 2010).

Besides demands and denunciations, two core features of the
alter-globalization movement were encountered in Copenhagen —
the will to open new spaces for debate on questions reserved for
experts and policy makers, and the desire to complement criticism
with alternative proposals: ‘The governments of the elite have no
solutions to offer, but the climate justice movement has provided
strong vision and clear alternatives.””" While activists of the way
of subjectivity argued for reducing consumption, engineers
focused on developing green technologies, and economists
demanded that wealthy countries acknowledge their ‘climate
debt’ and proposed innovative mechanisms to integrate the cost
of waste treatment into company accounts and consumer goods.
Indigenous and farmers’ movements of the global south, who
suffer most from environmental degradation, have been strug-
gling for years for food sovereignty, energy sovereignty and a
different conception of development based on ‘living well’.

Beyond the Copenhagen mobilization, the logics of action,
political cultures and conceptions of change of each of the two
paths animate coalitions, campaigns and networks for ‘climate
justice’. Different parts of this chapter have already underlined
the importance of indigenous movements and their conceptions
of ecology, the success of movements for ‘relocalization’ and the
considerable interest in critical consumption and voluntary sim-
plicity among alter-globalization activists. By fostering the use of
bicycles, switching off the lights or changing consumption habits,
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everyone can play an active part in the preservation of natural
resources in their daily life.

The way of reason is equally well represented. Scientists and
experts have been the front-runners in the emergence of climate
change as a major challenge since the mid-2000s. The Nobel
Prize-winning Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) is only one among many examples. One can also find
NGOs and more institutionalized actors of global civil society; a
multitude of thematic networks, sometimes stemming from alter-
globalization forums (e.g. water networks and Climate Justice
Now); economists; those who support the initiatives of progres-
sive regimes; and, most of all, a large number of ‘ordinary citi-
zens’, concerned about the future of the planet.

While alter-globalization actors now accord a major impor-
tance to climate change, they conceive these issues and construct
alternatives according to logics of action marked out by the ways
of reason and of subjectivity. They keep turning the debate to
question the dominant economic model: ‘Let’s mobilize for
another kind of development. The energy, climate and food crises
cannot be solved without rethinking the model of development’
(president of ATTAC-France in Libération, 15 November 2008).

Unsurprisingly, alter-globalization intellectuals and experts
generally develop an institutional and economic vision of global
warming: ‘It requires an immediate financial commitment from
Northern countries and it requires institutions and internal regu-
lations in the medium-term’ (Oxfam-Belgium spokesman, inter-
view 2009). According to the same logic which led them from
poverty to inequalities and to the denunciation of policies which
strengthen the latter (see p. 154), they dropped the expression
‘global warming’ in favour of the discursive regime of ‘climate
justice’, a framing that highlights political responsibilities, sup-
ports demands for new rights and allows the denunciation of a
major injustice of the global age: ‘It is essentially the North that
polluted, and it is now the inhabitants of the South who are paying
a high price’ (an activist in London, interview). While they give
greater importance to ecological questions, the experts of the way
of reason have not left behind their economicism (Friends of the
Earth and ATTAC demand, for example, ‘that rich countries
reimburse poor countries for the ecological debt’), nor their focus
on social inequality (‘Climate change is very much connected with
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highly unequal capitalism an American activist, Left Forum,
2010), or their demand for deep reform of the economic system
(‘If we want to avoid increasing climate change, we need to change
the economic system’ F. Houtart, talk at the University of Louvain,
2009). They thus join actors of the way of subjectivity — particu-
larly around the indigenous movements’ idea of ‘living well’ — in
emphasizing the necessity of rethinking the model of development:
“We want to participate in another model of development, based
on social needs and responsibility for ecological damage’ (Belgian
trade union activist, on his way to Copenhagen).

With ‘climate justice’, activists also aim to raise issues of global
governance. They stress the urgency for international regulations
and denounce the disproportionate weight of northern countries
and a few emerging countries in the negotiations. They thus chose
to support initiatives taken by some progressive Latin American
governments. Many positions taken on the climate justice initia-
tives actually confirm the redefinition of relations underway
between alter-globalization activists and political leaders; all with
risks for movement autonomy, but also with a potential for greater
impact on global decisions. On climate change, even more than
on other issues, the boundaries between social movements, politi-
cal parties and some progressive political leaders have become
blurred. It was more than a symbol for government delegations
from Bolivia, Venezuela and Tuvalu to leave the UN Conference
temporarily to join the Peoples’ Assembly in Copenhagen. On the
other hand, the ‘Indigenous Environmental Network’ clearly
stated: “We marched out in support of our brother, President Evo
Morales of Bolivia, and his demand that the rights of Mother
Earth be recognized in the negotiating text here in Copenhagen.’*
With his proclaimed objective to ‘build a worldwide movement
for life and for mother earth’ and ‘Peoples’ World Conference on
Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth’ held in
Cochabamba in April 2010, Evo Morales further crossed divi-
sions by borrowing from the repertoire of action of global civil
society and Social Forums.

25,000 people from 147 countries gathered in Cochabamba,
for a conference with a strong indigenous peoples’ participation.
The meeting was similar to Social Forums in many aspects:
expert workshops that developed technical alternatives and dis-
cussed the appropriate percentage for the reduction of greenhouse



256 A Post-Washington Consensus Alter-Globalization

gases; activists sharing local experiences and concrete steps
towards a greener and a fairer world; dances; a few discourses
by political leaders; and even the organization of an autonomous
counter-forum that criticized the lack of commitment to environ-
mental policies shown by Evo Morales and other progressive state
leaders. The four days of the conference were mostly dedicated
to the collective elaboration of seventeen thematic platforms, with
analysis of and concrete proposals about global warming. The
final document was then presented to the UN Secretary-General
as the official contribution of Bolivia to the climate change nego-
tiations. The document was not accepted by the UN Secretary.
The Cochabamba Climate Conference nevertheless marked a new
step in the alliance of civil society activists coming from all over
the world with some progressive leaders, based on a collective
deliberation process and elaboration of alternative proposals on
a specific issue.

Conclusion

The alter-globalization movement emerged some fifteen years ago
and has ever since been presented as suffocated, even buried, on
more than one occasion. This was particularly the case after
September 11, 2001. The continued development of the move-
ment and the success of some of its mobilizations after this con-
juncture attested to a maturity of this movement, now inscribed
in the socio-political landscape in the medium and long term.
After 2006, in Europe, the alter-globalization movement was
again perceived as moribund by many analysts, while some of the
activist leaders who had helped found it issued a call to move into
‘post-alterglobalization’. If it was slow to address the impact of
the financial and economic crisis, the alter-globalization move-
ment has progressively regained momentum. The 2009 WSF was
attended by 130,000 activists, climate camps have become wide-
spread and forty-two international Social Forums have been
organized in 2010. The climate justice mobilizations and forums
in Copenhagen and Cochabamba also gave an impetus to activ-
ists. In the meantime, the aftermath of the global financial and
economical crisis has validated many of the alter-globalization
movement’s positions.
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As we have underlined throughout this book, it is worth focus-
ing the analysis on the alter-globalization movement as a global
historic actor rather than on the concrete civil society organiza-
tions which embody it at times (see p. 11). Those who have identi-
fied the movement too immediately with one or other of its
organizations (such as ATTAC-France) or specific charismatic
figures have regularly perceived a decline in the movement at
every setback suffered by these actors. Over the past few years,
alter-globalization has undergone a profound reconfiguration, in
its geography, mode of engagement, organization and new major
issues. In an era shaped less by neoliberalism than by its crisis,
the movement has become less visible in the media but more
global and has given way to other forms of action, which seek
concrete outcomes through local consumption, citizen advocacy
and policies advanced by progressive leaders. It has also moved
to integrate environmental issues as a major concern, relating
them both to the consequences of three decades of neoliberal
globalization and to an urgent need for cultural change and alter-
native conception of development.

The economic and financial crisis represents both an opportu-
nity and a challenge. It certainly corroborates many of alter-
globalization’s analyses. Nevertheless, no matter how large it is,
a crisis in itself cannot unleash social transformation and trigger
the emergence of a new society. This relies on the existence of
social actors capable of bringing the underlying questions in this
historic crisis to the fore, and of outlining the contours of broad
policy directions for the years ahead. Alter-globalization activists
did not have that capacity in the two years that followed the
subprime crisis and probably lost a major opportunity to bring
the world leaders to implement their alternative and more regu-
lated vision of globalization and markets. But the battle is far
from over. An escape from the crises of economy, sustainability
and governance is a huge task that may last a generation.
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Recent Social Forums, counter-summits and campaigns show us
that alter-globalization remains very dynamic in various parts of
the world. The movement has, however, undergone major trans-
formations. Almost two decades after its first stirrings, alter-
globalization has partly undergone a similar process to Green and
feminist movements before it. Stages of early intellectual leader-
ship with passionate supporters have been followed by more
pragmatic changes into everyday life, public opinion and, in a
few cases, some impact on political leaders. Alter-globalization’s
most recent developments around consumption and environmen-
tal issues directly affect the wider population — such as water
distribution and climate change. It has become less exuberant,
and less visible in the media, but not necessarily less efficient. In
the decade after Seattle, it has actually made major contributions
to the changes of our time. Among the most structural ones, we
may list the end of the Washington Consensus, the fostering of a
global debate and global citizenship, experimentation of two
paths for social agency in the global age, the strengthening of
global consciousness and, most importantly, the reaffirmation of
the possibility for citizens and civil society to become influential
actors in the global age.

First of all, alter-globalization contributed to a major historical
shift: the end of 30 years dominated by the Washington
Consensus. In the mid-1990s, neoliberal ideology and trade
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liberalization were widely described as an ‘inevitable progress’
(e.g. Minc, 1997). Fifteen years later, few people still believed
that the self-regulated market would lead to financial stability
and a decrease in poverty. Many of the international institutions
that supervised international trade liberalization and encouraged
southern countries to adopt neoliberal policies are now discred-
ited. The WTO has experienced a series of setbacks. South
American governments even buried the Free Trade Area of the
Americas project, and the 2008-9 global crisis has shown that
many of alter-globalization’s analyses and predictions were
correct. On the climate change issue, innovative alliances are set
up between global activists, indigenous people and some progres-
sive governments. Many of alter-globalization’s ideas are now
shared, in large part, by public opinion, while some have become
consensual themes in the discourses of many G-20 leaders.

The battle is, however, far from over as the change in ideology
has still had little impact on concrete policies. We are reminded
daily of the importance of global regulations and global chal-
lenges that require international cooperation (Held, 2007). The
2007 food crisis and the consequences of the economic crisis and
of climate change have underlined the fact that economic inequal-
ities (Wade, 2007) and global social justice remain major issues.
With climate change and the economic crises at hand, and as
banks have been saved with massive state interventions but little
reform of the system, alter-globalization activists are particularly
concerned that a return to the previous financial and economics
practices and policies will lead to an even deeper crisis.

A second major contribution lies in the active role alter-
globalization activists took in opening up debates hitherto
restricted to international experts. This challenge goes far beyond
trade and economic policies. It represents a valuable contribution
to fostering global democracy and citizenship. By promoting
citizen debates on local and global issues and economic policies,
by demanding new global regulations and by gathering activists
from all over the world, the alter-globalization movement has
contributed to strengthening a global public space and a more
active citizenship at local, national, continental and global levels.
By its vigilance regarding international institutions and govern-
ments’ actions and by proposing alternative policies, it has fos-
tered the emergence of counter-powers in the global arena, setting
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up fundamental mechanisms for contemporary democracies
(Rosanvallon, 2006). However, here again, much remains to be
done. The difficulties world leaders have faced in reaching an
agreement on climate change, in spite of major public concerns
about this issue, illustrate the limits of citizens’ influence on
current global governance. Ten years after Seattle, the UN summit
in Copenhagen offered a new theatricalization of the opposition
between citizens, activists and committed intellectuals pushing
global concerns and world political leaders entrenched in a con-
ference centre that was defended like a fortress under siege.

Global democracy and citizenship remain, for the most part,
to be invented. Their forms and paths will be very different from
the models we know in the nation-state frameworks (Held, 2004).
The challenge is thus not to build a global state and a global
government but to find ways for citizens, civil society, elected
political leaders and international institutions all to take part in
decisions that will affect their common future.

The two paths of the alter-globalization movement conduct
useful experiments from this perspective, exploring ways of com-
plementing representative democracy, building new ways of
social change in the global age. The exploration of both paths by
alter-globalization activists is valuable experimentation from this
viewpoint. The way of subjectivity has especially highlighted the
importance of starting from below and of transforming one’s own
practices, even in response to global challenges such as human
aspects of economic relationships, global democracy and climate
change. For its part, the way of reason has insisted that economic
and political decisions cannot be left to a few experts in interna-
tional institutions and advocacy networks. Citizens should thus
acquire knowledge, particularly in the areas of economics and
law, in order fully to take part in global debates. Taken together,
the two paths offer concrete ways forward for a multi-dimen-
sional approach to building a global society that simultaneously
acknowledges the key role of self-transformation, local communi-
ties, citizen activism, national policies and international
institutions.

Considering the two paths explored by the alter-globalization
movement as useful experimentation means that analysing their
inherent limits is at least as important as underlining their suc-
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cesses and breakthroughs. The limits and illusions of changing
the world ‘from below’ and without institutional support have
become more striking. For example, the recent evolution of
Mexican society offers a clear illustration that, as innovative as
they may be, multiple local autonomous communities and spaces
of experiences are unable to impede the strengthening of free
market policies in the country and a strong decline in most
Mexican living standards. On the other hand, a committed intel-
lectual vertical conception of social change may foster strong
leadership that actually threatens citizens’ active participation.
As we have shown, the combination of the way of reason and the
way of subjectivity often allows these limits and excesses to
be balanced. In the wake of successive encounters within the
Social Forums, dialogues were opened and processes of cross-
fertilization initiated. For example, a growing number of experts
and alter-globalization activists close to the way of reason now
insist on the complementarities of the two paths in bringing about
social change. G. Massiah, an expert-activist, concluded his syn-
thesis of the 20-month-long open discussion on the reconfigura-
tion of the World Social Forum, with the following words:
‘Obviously, one cannot claim to change the world without devel-
oping change in behaviour, including one’s own, but, on the other
hand, one cannot claim that the question of transforming the
world can be reduced to a matter of individual transformation’
(ESF, 2008, Malmo). The modalities and the strength of the
combination of the two ways vary considerably among the actors
of the movement and their successive meetings. After a period
characterized by taking some distance from the two paths in their
quest for concrete outcomes, and by a strengthening of trends
that are closer to political leaders, signs of new articulations
between the two ways have become more visible, particularly
around the climate justice issue.

Having emerged a few years after the fall of the Berlin Wall,
alter-globalization may be considered as the first truly ‘global
movement’, both because it gathered grassroots citizens from the
north and from the global south, and because it has raised some
of the major challenges of the coming global age. Along with
INGOs, committed intellectuals and civil society organizations
that had already become increasingly international (Kaldor,
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2003), grassroots actors from the north and from the global south
have played a key role in this movement since its early beginning.
This has particularly been the case with small farmers and indig-
enous movements which have been key actors in several of the
founding events, including the Zapatista uprising and the Asian
farmers’ mobilizations against the GATT. Their forms of activism
and their poetical discourses have become a major source of
inspiration for activists in the north and in the south. Their global
networks are unrivalled, with Via Campesina uniting over a
million farmers and becoming a central actor in global protests
and Social Forums. With the issue of climate justice, both small
farmers and indigenous movements are once again at the fore-
front of the global struggle, not only because they are particularly
threatened by global warming, but also because they have devel-
oped some of the most inspiring alternatives regarding this issue.
Previously considered as anachronistic left-overs of a pre-modern
era that would eventually disappear with the modernization
process, small farmers and indigenous peoples are now at the
forefront of a global debate around rethinking our development
model, in a world that is less characterized by its perpetual
expansion and growth than by the limitedness of the earth and
of its natural resources.

In a deeper perspective, what makes alter-globalization a fun-
damentally global movement is its ability to connect personal
concerns and global challenges (Wieviorka, 2005; Touraine,
2007), activists’ subjectivity and the sense of their own globality.
Through mobilizing for global causes, meeting activists from all
over the world and taking part in world forums and global events,
these activists have acquired a cosmopolitan perspective (Beck,
2006) and a broader sense of the global challenge which fosters
global citizenship. The long-term subjective impact of global
activism experience may thus be even more important than its
objective outcomes on the course of globalization.

In all these dimensions, alter-globalization has been both an
outcome and an actor of the major cultural and historical shift
that leads us to a global age (Albrow, 1996). This new era has
brought its uncertainties, its fences and its injustices but also
some new opportunities. Alter-globalization activists have been
able to grasp some of them and to point to this age’s major chal-
lenges better than any other social actor. They have thus opened
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the way for new waves of social movements, whether or not they
chose to register their movement under the broad banner of alter-
globalization. The path to a more democratic global governance
and a more equal and sustainable share of our planet remains
long. However, alter-globalization battles and its quest for alter-
natives have left a central message which fundamentally altered
the global landscape: contrary to what was proclaimed in the
1990s, social and political agency has not disappeared under the
crushing weight of globalizing markets; it is possible for states,
the civil society, local communities and citizens to become actors
in the global age.
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Association pour la Taxation des Transactions financiéres pour
I’Aide aux Citoyens; in English: ‘Association for the Taxation of
Financial Transactions for the Benefit of Citizens’.

For example, the article by V. Quintana, ‘Globalifoxicos’, La
Jornada, 9 Aug. 2003, p. 9.

The New York Times editorialist Thomas Friedman was among
the first ones to develop this idea in the 19 September 2001 edition.
On 26 September 2001, Financial Times columnist Martin Wolf
labelled the movement ‘violent anarchists’ — those who blame the
attacks on the ‘US promotion of global capitalism’. Meanwhile,
Silvio Berlusconi, who faced intense criticisms over the policing of
the Genoa protests in July 2001, put the alter-globalization move-
ment in the same category as the perpetrators of the 11 September
attacks (Guardian, 29 Sept. 2001).

A. E. Cecena is a Mexican scholar and activist, close to the
Zapatista movement, and a member of the Continental Social
Alliance, a pan-American alter-globalization network.

Speech of President Sarkozy on ‘the measures taken to sustain the
economy’, Argonay, 23 Oct. 2008.

See the Guardian, 13 Dec. 2009; 12 March 2010.

A wide range of students of social movements have recently com-
pelled us to pay greater heed to the social movement’s culture, its
imaginaries, meanings and significance (Jasper, 2007b; Alvarez,
Dagnino & Escobar, 1998; Goodwin, Jasper & Polletta, 2001), as
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well as activists’ experience and reflexivity (Dubet, 1994;
McDonald, 2006).

Cf. Touraine (1978). This move arises from an attempt to synthe-
size reality which resembles a Weberian ideal-type in its ‘will to a
reduction of complexity and to a principle of selection of facts’
(Coenen-Huther, 2003) with ‘a deliberate accentuation of certain
features of the object under consideration’ (Weber 1995[1922]: 91).
As Weber notes (1995: 290), ‘the fact that none of these ideal-types
we have discussed are historically present in a “pure” state cannot
prevent a conceptual fixation as pure as possible’.

For more detail on methodology and field research data, see pp.
ee and ee,

1 The Will to Become an Actor

See Forrester (1996) and Assayag’s (2005) interesting case studies
on South Indian farmers’ suicides.

ATTAC-France online magazine. It came out twice a week and
reached over 60,000 people between 2001 and 2004. Similar
newsletters are published in several languages by national chapters
of ATTAC, notably in Germany, Argentina, the UK or Japan.
Latin Americans add the coup d’état by Pinochet in 1973.

E. Cohen is a French economist close to Pascal Lamy, the WTO
director since 2005.

For the latter, this version of events had the notable advantage of
attributing the failure to an external actor and partly concealing
the importance of tensions within the organization. See, for
example, “WTO boss: protesters harm the poor’, BBC News, 1
Dec. 1999, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/544543.stm.

Two of the main slogans used by ATTAC.

Studies of the values of young Germans over the past five decades
show a declining influence of post-materialist values in recent years
(Hurrelmann & Albert, 2002). This evolution could be linked to
the socialization of new generations within successive economic
crises since 1970. R. Inglehart (1977) in fact explained the growing
attraction of post-materialist values by the socialization of genera-
tions that grew up in a postwar context of social and economic
progress.

Interview with a Belgian NGO leader who is very active in
alter-globalization.

This is, for example, the case for Oxfam at the international level
and the CCFD (Comité Catholique contre la Faim et pour le
Développement) in France.
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A delegate of the Ecuadorian indigenous coalition CONAIE, 2002
WSF; see also Cecena (2001b).

F. Betto and M. Lowy, in a text presented at a plenary session of
the 2002 WSF.

The model is idealized in the sense that it embellishes the reality
created during meetings, and ideal because the idealization
represents the full achievement of all the values present in alter-
globalization utopias, particularly in terms of respect for difference.
This is one of the chief criticisms that alter-globalization activists
level at the WTO, whose decision-making process is also
consensual.

Specific analysis of each of these meetings and protests as well as
an overview of the alter-globalization dynamics and components
in France and Belgium have been published in Pleyers (2007).

2 The Experience of Another World

J. Holloway is an activist sociologist, close to Zapatism. His book
Change the World Without Taking Power (2002) has become a
reference for activists of the way of subjectivity.

A youth participating in the alternative camp against the G-8
meeting in Evian (France), 2003.

An activist during a meeting of the French alter-globalization
coalition ‘Conseil d’Initiative Francais’ (French Initiative
Committee), 2004.

A piquetero from the Movimiento de Liberacion Territorial,
Buenos Aires, 2003. The concept of social change related to this
‘prefigurative’ engagement will be developed in ch. 4.

Following the literal meaning of the word ‘autonomy’: establishing
one’s own norms.

Many of these spaces of experience are inscribed within locations
which must be protected against incursions by state forces. In
Chiapas, the Zapatista Army (EZLN) remains crucial to protect-
ing the autonomous communities, which face regular paramilitary
actions.

Some of these spaces continue and reinvent a long tradition that
can be associated particularly with the counter-cultural move-
ments of the 1970s (cf. Lotringer & Marazzi, 2007).

Email from the Toronto chapter of Reclaim the Streets, quoted by
Klein (2002a: 323)

These radio stations have recently become widespread in Italy,
Mexico, Venezuela and India (Pavarala & Malik, 2007).

From autonomous protest movements to the World Bank (1997-
2000) and numerous social scientists, a strong consensus has
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emerged over the past decade about the importance of local social
fabric in reducing social exclusion, improving the quality of life of
community members, and permitting them to influence political
decisions at the local level.

An organizer of the ‘social movement assemblies’ of the 2002
European Social Forum.

Contribution to a meeting of the French Initiative Committee, 2004.
Extract from Les dirigeants face au changement (Leaders in the
Face of Change) (Paris: Editions du huitieme jour, 2003) — italics
added. This text, reproduced on many alter-globalization websites,
particularly outraged young activists.

However, most activists in this way of subjectivity seek to combine
political involvement with a certain realization of themselves
in a professional career, notably in third sector organization or as
teachers.

According to the organizing committee, final press conference of
the WSF 2005.

The following chapter will examine this group more closely.
‘Plan B has started already, join the battle of joy’ in the leaflet
“Voices of Resistance from Occupied London’, 2007.

One of the organizers of the three-day ‘School of the Cybermandais’,
Licge, 2003.

An activist involved in the 1999 mobilization process in Seattle,
at the New Left Forum 2010.

An activist involved in the 2001 mobilization in Quebec City, 2010.
Drawing on M. Wieviorka (2003), by ‘diversion’ we refer to
a distancing of actors from initial meanings and objectives of a
movement due to the increasing strength of one logic of action
(e.g. the aspiration to lived experience) that was previously
constrained by the tensions with other logics of action and by
the prevalence of the movement’s original goals and central
values (e.g. expressive activism as a way to become an actor in the
global age and to oppose neoliberal globalization, and not as
an experience in itself). This concept may also be related both to
R. Merton’s ‘displacement of goals’ and C. Tilly’s (2004: 155-7)
‘scenarios for social movements’ development’.

Quoted by A. Martins in ‘A trip to Planet Mumbai’, www.forum-
socialmundial.org.br.

From the Mountains of Chiapas to Urban Neighbourhoods

EZLN: Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional, Zapatista Army
of National Liberation.
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These relations have deteriorated since December 2008, following
authoritarian and sectarian developments within the Zapatista
Commandant committee.

This value is central for numerous indigenous movements: ‘We are
human beings and we want to be considered as such’ explained a
Mapuche delegate to the 2002 WSF.

Similarly, the national indigenous organization of Colombia
demanded of the state, ‘respect and guarantee of the legitimate
rights of indigenous communities to cultural, social, political and
economic self-determination, to their land, culture, traditional
authorities, to their own forms of organization and development
and to education conforming to interests and necessities’ (Padilla,
2000: 220).

CGRI: Comité General Revolucionario Indigena (Indigenous
Revolutionary Committee).

A Zapatista activist during the first ‘Encounter with the Peoples
of the World”.

This section is based on an ethnographic study carried out in 2003
and 2004, a series of interviews and meetings with different
active members of the group. M. Louviaux (2003) also supplied
historical context for the cultural centre as well as an analysis of
the Collective Purchasing Group. Quoted text without other refer-
ence is drawn from comments made by members of Barricade
during meetings and interviews between February 2003 and
February 2004.

Barricade document dated 1996, quoted by Louviaux (2003: 13).
An analysis of these categories of young activists as well as previ-
ous versions of two sections of this part have been published in
Pleyers (2004, 2005) and Juris & Pleyers (2009). I thank Jeff Juris
for his valuable contribution, our long discussions and his
friendship.

We will return to this point in the analysis of the 2005 WSF in ch. 9.
Similarly, in 2007 A. Trouvé, a 27-year-old woman, active in a
student chapter of ATTAC that used to be very critical of the
hierarchical management of ATTAC itself, became the new co-
president of ATTAC-France.

For example, numerous youth participated in such actions, organ-
ized by Via Campesina, during the 2002 WSF.

The proclaimed objective of Vamos’ website is thus to ‘help build
our actions, make them known, and allow us to colllectively review
them through constructive criticism’.

In Liege, the fleeting School of the Cybermandais broadcast on
FM, while pirate radios have multiplied in Mexico. Free radio was
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also central to youth camp activities during the WSF in Bamako,
January 2006.

“The movement for Global Resistance has died ... Let the Party
begin’, e-mail sent on the electronic list of the ESF on 27 January
2003.

An activist during a youth assembly organized to prepare the
mobilization in Cancin: Mexico City, 23 Aug. 2003.

The No Border camp’s ‘Manual of inter-barrio geopolitics’.

It is important to remember that all young people are not alter-
activists and all alter-activists are not young people. However,
alter-activists are more likely to be young.

4 Expressive Movements and Anti-Power

This concept has been defined as ‘episodic, public, collective inter-
action among makers of claims and their objects when (a) at least
one government is a claimant, an object of claims, or a party to
the claims and (b) the claims would, if realized, affect the interests
of at least one of the claimants’ (McAdam, Tarrow & Tilly, 2001:
5). It aims primarily at crossing the borders between institutional
and non-institutional politics.

Leaflet presenting an autonomous youth space at the European
Social Forum in Paris.

This is a strong version of Jasper’s (2007b) ‘extension dilemma’.
Feminist activists and theorists had an important influence on the
alter-globalization movement on this issue. In the early 1970s,
feminist theorists already had very similar discourses: ‘We cannot
wait for the revolution before we change our lives, for surely chang-
ing our lives now is part of the revolutionary process’ (Wortis &
Rabinowitz, 1972: 129-30). See also Lamoureux (2004) and
Rebick (2009).

J. Holloway, M. Benasayag and the main theoreticians of this trend
generally use the term ‘counter-power’. As they underline
(Holloway, 2002; Aubenas & Benasayag, 2002; Benasayag, Brand
& Gonzalez, 2001; Hardt & Negri, 2000: 489), it is power-over
that must be fought and not the capacity to act.

Network created in 1997 and active on all continents.

They later added opposition to the 2003 war, against which several
feminist movements, especially “Women in Black’, were very active.
Extract from document ‘Pour une analyse sexuée de la mondialisa-
tion (Towards a gender analysis of globalization)’, available
(in French) at www.local.attac.org/paris14/FM/doc-attac-14/
interventions-ag-st-brieuc.html (accessed May 2007).
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As A. Touraine (1978, 2000) argues, it is in conflict with an adver-
sary that social movements are built and attain historicity. Without
the pole of opposition, there is no intermediary between identity
and the ‘totality’ (the global social change supported by a social
movement).

A worker from the ‘occupied and recuperated’ Bruckman factory,
interview, February 2003.

5 Expertise for Another World

In what follows, ‘citizen” will refer to this category of grassroots
activist of the way of reason, who is tied to the value of
knowledge and concerned with reforming modalities of political
participation.

‘Popular education’ refers to education (through workshops, panel
discussions, flyers, pamphlets) organized by civil society organiza-
tions or institutions to sensitize and educate people about questions
that are of broad public interest.

They represented anti-war collectives as well as several of the main
alter-globalization networks such as Focus on the Global South,
the Ttalian Social Forum and the World March of Women.
Extract from the definition provided by the Encyclopaedia
Universalis.

As was the case, for example, of the Democratic Citizens’ Movement
(Mexico) and of the Nicaraguan Centre for Human Rights.

In the rational-legal model, the legitimacy of the expert rests on
her scientific competence, assimilated to the possession of an objec-
tivity capable of guiding political action for the common good
(Restier-Melleray, 1990).

Conference at the University of Paris VIII, April 2002.

In an informal interview, a member of the ATTAC-France national
committee calculated the number of members to be around 10,000
at the beginning of 2007.

In Spanish: Red Mexicana de Accion Frente al Libre Comercio.
A former EU commissioner from Italy. He has been involved in
several alter-globalization networks.

Informative Report no. 326 (2000-1), by J. Bourdin, Senate of the
French Republic, p. 27-8. www.senat.fr/rap/r00-326/r00-3261.
pdf.

Corporate Europe Observatory (2006) estimates that more
than 15,000 lobbyists are working in the European sector of
Brussels.
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The American press flaunted a strong unanimity, often going to
the point of assuming partisanship. It wasn’t until a year after the
official end of the offensive in Iraq that the first mea culpa on this
question appeared in some media outlets. During the summer of
2004, the New York Times, for example, published several articles
and editorials criticizing its own war coverage.

Alternative newspapers and magazines have played a major role in
the emergence of many organizations of the way of reason, such
as ATTAC.

These alternative media generally reproduce the classic format of
mass communication: a few ‘experts’ mass-spreading information
to largely passive receptors. The alter-activists’ media differ on this
point.

The removal of the person responsible for this magazine by the
president of ATTAC deeply affected its quality and its periodicity,
which became random by the end of 2003.

This is the explanation of the fourth ‘paradox’ of ch. 1, which
presents a discourse opposed to those ‘who speak on behalf of
others’ and another which accepted that those ‘who work hard’
could be ‘put in front’.

Similarly, E. Durkheim (2002 [1898]: 18) considered that, ‘on a
question on which T cannot speak with a full knowledge of the
facts, it costs my intellectual independence nothing to follow a
more competent opinion’.

E. Cohen is a French economist close to Pascal Lamy, who has
been Director-General of the WTO since 2005.

As E. Durkheim underlined (2002 [1898]: 17), individualism, ‘this
cult of man, has its first dogma in the autonomy of reason, and its
first ritual in free thought. . . . Individualism is not without a certain
intellectualism because freedom of thought is the first freedom.

6 Citizens, Experts and Intellectuals

Several questionnaire studies have attempted to pin down the
profile of participants in alter-globalization gatherings. While rec-
ognizing the limits of such methods in a population which defies
strict definition and has proven to be extremely fluid, we rely on
these for more detailed data on this question (Agrikoliansky &
Sommier, 2005; Reese et al., 2008). For the purposes of ATTAC,
we rely chiefly on the questionnaire study carried out in France
under the direction of P. Cours-Salies (2002) and on the explora-
tory study of ATTAC-Liege activists that we carried out in 2000.
The two studies led to very similar results.
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‘Citizen movements’ which appeared on all continents in the 1980s
and 1990s (Kaldor, 2003: 50-77; Tamayo, 1999; Roma, 2001)
contributed to the birth of alter-globalization. This wave of citizen
movements spawned few sustainable organizations but some ele-
ments of its new political culture and engagement have been inher-
ited by the alter-globalization movement.

R. Boudon (2004) shows that the production of intellectuals is
subject to arbitration by diverse audiences with very different
expectations and criteria for judgement; the chief of these being
the scientific community, affected groups and opinion.

For example, this is how the ‘Transnational Institute’ (a member
of the International Council) defines itself.

A leading activist of the ‘International Network of Technicians,
Experts and Researchers’ (AITEC), European Citizens’ Conference,
2001.

Interview with an Asian network employee, 2003.

During a meeting of the French national alter-globalization coor-
dination network, 27 Apr. 2004.

An activist-researcher from the French Globalization Observatory,
interviewed in 2000.

The case of Arnaud Zacharie, already cited, provides an excellent
example. A volunteer at the creation of ATTAC-Liege, he was hired
four months later as a researcher at the Committee for the Abolition
of Third World Debt (CATWD) and became the head of research
at the Centre National de Coopération au Développement, a coali-
tion of eighty NGOs, three years later.

This is not the case in other countries. ATTAC-Germany and
ATTAC-Belgium were built on the basis of local committees
and retain a very decentralized structure. ATTAC-Belgium’s local
committees keep 75 per cent of membership dues, for example.
We should note that the absence of election and clear mandate, as
well as a certain co-optation, are also features of affinity groups
which take care of organizing events in the way of subjectivity.
Activists of the way of subjectivity try to compensate partially for
these deficiencies by opening meetings and trying to integrate as
many activists as possible in decision-making processes.

7 Reason, Democracy and Counter-Power

A Marxist sociologist and intellectual leader of CLACSO, a
wide Latin American network of research centres with close ties
to social movements, and a member of the WSF International
Council.
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The denunciation of the irrationality of the economy and the call
for human-centred development were already central to critiques
formulated by the anti-colonial third world solidarity movement
(cf. Poncelet, 1994; Amin, 1973), which alter-globalization took
up.

An expert from the US ‘Share The World’s Resources’ (STWR)
network, WSF, 2005.

Some aspects of these plans took on board alter-globalization
critiques of ‘Structural Adjustment Plans’, which dominated World
Bank policy in the 1990s.

Cited by the daily La Nacién, Buenos Aires, 17 Apr. 2002, p. 3.
According to a report by the World Bank and data from the Istituto
Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia (Mexico) published in La
Jornada, 1 Dec. 2002.

E. Duflo, ‘Mondialisation: la peur justifiée des ouvriers’, Libération,
Monday, 13 May 2002.

The ATTAC online magazine has been published in different
languages with different content and with a fully independent
editorial board in each country. The Spanish Grano de Arena has
been coordinated by Latin American activists.

On this question, alter-globalization activists follow on the heels
of several previous trends: from partisans of sustainable develop-
ment (Milani, 2009) to Marx-leaning analysts (Wallerstein, 1999
& 2004; Gadisseur, 1998; Amin, 2001: 29-30) and globalization
thinkers (Giddens, 1990; Held, 2004).

See, for example, C. Harman, Market madness, Socialist
Review,  Oct.  2009:  www.socialistreview.org.uk/article.
php?articlenumber=10546, accessed 1 June 2010.

C. and M. Kielburger from the network Global Voice, ‘How the
Iraq war’s $2 trillion cost to U.S. could have been spent’, The Star,
21  Jan. 2008: www.thestar.com/columnists/article/295870,
accessed 1 June 2010.

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which gave
birth to the WTO.

M. Weber (1963: 144-5) showed that, in the sixteenth century, it
was already because of a princely tendency towards dilettantism
that management of public finances was entrusted to career bureau-
crats: ‘In the end, the private counsellor generally prevails over the
non-specialized Minister in carrying out his will. ... The main
instrument of the superiority of bureaucratic administration is
specialized knowledge, whose absolute necessity is determined by
modern techne (technical knowledge) and the goods-producing
economy.” Four centuries later, it was in response to the same
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tendency of elected politicians that the independence of central
banks and the broad autonomy which European bureaucrats enjoy
in major international negotiations were proclaimed.

Workshops on UN reform, for example, enjoyed enormous success
at the 2005 World Social Forum.

In November 2003, the Paris ESF was deeply influenced by
the growth of the European Union to the east. Six months before
the official entry of ten new countries into the EU, Polish,
Hungarian and Czech activists came to the forum to share their
struggles and integrate into networks which had hitherto primarily
involved actors from the west of the continent. The 2010 European
Social Forum took place in Turkey.

A French economist close to Pascal Lamy, the WTO director since
2005S.

A French trade unionist during the CCC-OMC meeting in Paris,
March 2001.

The distance from political parties is also mentioned in the plat-
form of ATTAC, as in founding texts of numerous organizations,
such as the ReMALC in Mexico.

While I. Ramonet proposed an ‘Association pour la Taxe Tobin
d’Aide aux Citoyens — ATTAC’ in December 1997, this tax was
but one of numerous points in ATTAC-France’s platform. It was
not even among the seven objectives of the international platform
of ATTAC, elaborated on 11 and 12 December 1998, in which
there was a more general reference to wanting to ‘impede interna-
tional speculation’.

R. Boudon (1989: 123) demonstrates that an idea or a theory can
become influential, not by virtue of its intrinsic qualities but ‘when
it attracts the positive attention of specific groups of
intellectuals’.

However, the Belgian law will only be enforced when similar
measures are adopted by the other Euro-zone countries.

M. Harribey, Capitalisme financier et taxe Tobin, www.france.
attac.org/spip.phprarticle163, 5 Sept. 1999. M. Harribey has been
ATTAC-France co-president since 2006.

P. Tartakovsky quoted by O. Toscer, “Tobin des Bois a I’assaut des
spéculateurs’, Le Nouvel Observateur 1923, 13 Sept. 2001.

For this part, we have analysed thirty-five of the most significant
documents published by the alter-globalization movement,
including social movement declarations from the World and
European Social Forums, the ATTAC-International platform,
the Porto Alegre Manifesto (2005) and the Bamako Appeal
(2006).
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J. Nikonoff’s text after the tsunami in Asia offered a striking
illustration.

The logic is very different from that of the anti-power espoused
by alter-activist youth who do not recognize governments ‘as legiti-
mate interlocutors’.

8 Tensions and Collaborations

Dutch activist in ‘Who controlled the Florence ESF?’, http://web.
inter.nl.net/users/Pail. Treanor/esf.html, quoted by Juris (2005:
266).

These terms arose during discussion with “Wombles’ activists in
Whitechapel, London, 2007.

Throughout the week of the ESF, the police were highly visible
around some of the autonomous forums.

For example, this was the case within the alter-globalization dem-
onstration during the European summit in Nice in December
2001.

This comment, moreover, illustrates the importance of the delega-
tion of expertise.

Colloquium, ‘ATTAC, ses militants et leurs motivations’, Paris, 24
May 2002.

As we have previously shown, this has never been the only logic
of ATTAC-France, but it was clearly dominant before 2006.

An activist from Babels, a network of activist volunteer translators,
during the meeting of the International Council in Mumbai, 2004.
Report by C. Aguiton of discussions during the International
Council meeting in April 2004.

Chapter 9 will provide an analysis of further aspects of the organi-
zation of this 2005 WSF and some illustration of the limited but
real cross-fertilization that took place on this occasion (see pp.
194-8).

Peter Wahl, one of the founders of ATTAC-Germany, in
‘Anmerkungen zur Gewaltdebatte nach dem G8’ (‘Comments on
the debate on violence after the G8’): email sent on 21 June 2007
on the ‘G8 Protest’ mailing-list.

Chapter 10 will develop some insights into the 2009 WSF.

9 The Main Debates

Since the 1990s, globalization has produced numerous currents
leading to a retreat into the local, communalism, and ethnic or
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nationalist withdrawal (Barber, 1996; Castells, 1997). These actors
do not belong to alter-globalization but constitute an anti-globali-
zation movement: communalist movements that ‘call defensively
to their community and its consensus against an outside enemy’
(Touraine, 1984: 160).

B. Cassen’s book (2003) gives a very personal view of the role
affinity groups played in the process of forming the alter-globali-
zation movement and the WSF.

An international counter-summit held in Switzerland in 1999; cf.
Houtart & Polet (2001 [1999]).

E. Toussaint, lecture in Louvain-la-Neuve, 2006. Eric Toussaint is
the founder of the Belgian-based Committee for the Abolition of
the Third-World Debt. With the rise of the alter-globalization
movement, he became a busy globe-trotter and has developed his
network in Africa, Asia and Latin America.

They constitute a ‘cosmopolitan’ elite in the sense given to this
word by J. Friedman (1999: 396). Drawing on S. Tarrow (2005),
we could also talk about an ‘un-rooted cosmopolitans’.

See, for example, Cassen (2003).

Organizations challenged over their own lack of internal democ-
racy can nevertheless take up the cause in other contexts. For
example, ATTAC-France strongly criticized the lack of democracy
in the French national alter-globalization coalition (CIF) in
2004.

Moreover, the European Social Forum was considered a more
transparent counter-model.

L. Gabriel during the IC meeting in Mumbai, January 2004.
This validation of projects over long-term objectives is isomorphic
with the new culture of capitalism (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005
[1999]; Sennett, 2006).

For example, a project could be to have the Tobin tax adopted by
the national Parliament or developing an argument for the cancel-
lation of third world debt.

According to this conception, one would wait for the moment
when the system’s contradictions bring about its inevitable end, or
lead to a general uprising. While most alter-globalization activists
are strongly resistant to this idea, some long-time committed intel-
lectuals who now participate in alter-globalization maintain
similar positions. I. Wallerstein (2004) thus believes that ‘our his-
torical system will not last much longer. T believe that it is in its
final structural crisis, in a chaotic transition to another system, a
transition that will only last another 25 to 50 years maximum.’
During a seminar at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences
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Sociales, Paris, on 23 April 2005, he added, ‘I have studied these
phenomena sufficiently to know that it is not the alter-globaliza-
tion movement or any social movement which will bring down
capitalism. It is a matter of systemic contradictions.’

A Marxist intellectual based in Buenos Aires. He claims that ‘to
abandon the project of conquering power reflects not only a politi-
cal capitulation to the bourgeoisie but also the flaws of a theoreti-
cal conception which fails to grasp the significance of the
phenomenon of social power’. He recalls that Lenin demonstrated
the full importance of power and that the ‘conversion of the pro-
letarian class into the dominant class is indispensable. ... With
power, the conquerors can transform their interests into law and
construct a normative and institutional framework’ (Boron, 2003).
While rare, such positions remain in networks close to
alter-globalization.

Towards a Post-Washington Consensus Alter-globalization

Lecture held at the Institute for Political Studies, Paris, 12 June
2008; see also Cardoso (2008) and Held & McGrew (2007: 220).
For example, on 4 April 2006, Marcos paid a long tribute to Lenin
during his speech in Morelia.

See, for example, L. Brooks, ‘Spirit of the Wombles’, Guardian,
15 May 2008; Fougier (2008); Brand (20035).

S. Tay, ‘Looking back on 2008, The Relocalization Network,
17 Dec. 2008: http://old.relocalize.net/looking_back_on_2008,
accessed 1 June 2010.

Respectively, a Canadian and a US activist who took part in the
organization process of the 1999 and 2001 mobilizations in Seattle
and Quebec City: Left Forum, New York.

(Former) alter-activist social scientists may also impact the evolu-
tion of their academic discipline. For example, in anthropology,
they have fostered a renewed interest in the epistemological debate
on the relation between research and activism by discussing
‘research activist’ positions and contributions (see Juris &
Khasnabish, forthcoming; Osterweil & Chesters, 2007). Economics
also constitutes a particularly challenging field in this perspective,
as the dominant paradigm has come under harsh criticism after
the global crisis.

This trend is even stronger among youth activists closer to the way
of reason. Many have been hired by civil society organizations,
become teachers and professors, or work in political organizations.
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For example, Arnaud Zacharie became the head of the French-
speaking Belgian consortium of development NGOs. His opinion
and his writings are considered by politicians across party lines.
See, for example, ‘Position Via Campesina Cancun’, 2 Sept. 2003,
http://viacampesina.org/en/index.php?option=com_content& view
=article&id=385:position-via-campesina-cancun&catid=24:10-
years-of-wto-is-enough&Itemid=335. acessed 1 April 2010.

R. Grayson, ‘Relocalisation — acting locally on global issues’,
Online opinion (Australia), 27 Feb. 2007: www.onlineopinion.
com.au/view.asp?article=5538, accessed 1 June 2010.

Thematic Social Forums have multiplied, such as those devoted to
Amazonia in 2005, to migration in September 2008 in Madrid, to
magquiladoras (assembly-line factories) in June 2009 in northern
Mexico or to education in 2010 in Ramalah.

As we saw in chapter 3, efficiency in civil society networks which
are based on expertise relies on specialization.

Comments made during the Water Network Assembly, European
Social Forum, 2008.

13 E. Toussaint, Au dela du Forum Social Mondial, la Cinquiéme

14

15

Internationale, www.cadtm.org/Interview-d-Eric-Toussaint-Au-
dela, accessed 13 Feb. 2010.

Walden Bello (2007) The World Social Forum at the Crossroads,
www.zcommunications.org/the-world-social-forum-at-the-cross-
roads-by-walden-bello, accessed 1 June 2010.

Seminar ‘10 years of WSF’, Porto Alegre, Jan. 2010. Quoted in R.
Zibechi, ‘Décimo Foro Social Mundial: sintomas de decadencia’
www.observatoriodelacrisis.org/. . ./decimo-foro-social-mundial-
sintomas-de-decadencia, accessed 1 June 2010.

It can be noted that, while committed intellectuals concerned with
bringing the movement closer to political leaders have decided that
the Social Forums have become useless, more than 120,000 people
participated in the WSF in Bélem in January 2009, and 15,000 at
the USSF in June 2010. Many activists stress the importance of the
movement’s autonomy from political parties and leaders. Even
during the 2006 WSF in Caracas, some activists organized an
‘autonomous forum’ and adopted a critical attitude towards
Chavez’ policies. In the way of reason, just as in the way of sub-
jectivity, plenty of activists still assert their distance from political
actors. They do not necessarily consider progressive political
leaders as opponents, but they maintain their distance, emphasiz-
ing that ‘there is no such thing as an alter-globalization activist
taking power’ (a demonstrator during the G-20 protests in London,
2009).
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In 1955, the Conference of Bandung assembled leaders from Asian
and African countries in order to promote economic and cultural
cooperation among them and to oppose colonialism. It raised the
hope of a third way, between western capitalism and Soviet
communism.

Cf. The Concept of ‘Living Well’, www.boliviaun.org/cms/?page_
id=621, accessed 20 April 2010.

Olivier de Marcellus (a Swiss activist and one of the founders of
People’s Global Action who attended the Copenhagen mobiliza-
tions), Reclaimng Power in Copenhagen, January 2010: www.
commoner.org.uk/?p=88.

Quoted in A. Petermann & O. Langelle, ‘What really happened
in Copenhagen?’, Z Magazine, 1 Feb. 2010.

Ibid.

Climate Justice Now, Final Statement after Copenhagen, www.
climate-justice-now.org/cjn-final-statement-in-copenhagen,
accessed on 17 April 2010.

Quoted in A. Petermann & O. Langelle, ‘The iron fist of the
market versus iron in the soul of the social movements’, Z Magazine,
1 Feb. 2010.
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