World Social Forum Workshop

21st March 2005

In keeping with CSGR’s concerns with civil society and social movement engagement of globalisation and regionalisation, the Centre in mid-March hosted a one-day workshop to assess the past record and future prospects of the World Social Forum (WSF) process.   This event followed on from a similar discussion day in March 2004 (see newsletter 11).  The previous workshop reflected particularly on the fourth WSF, held in Mumbai, India, while the more recent meeting followed the fifth WSF, held in Porto Alegre, Brazil on 26-31 January 2005.  Several CSGR staff attended both global gatherings.

The 2005 workshop was very fortunate to have the participation of Sergio Haddad the coordinator of the WSF administrative office in Sao Paulo, and one of foremost initiators of the WSF process.  Sergio presented an insider’s history of the WSF experiment as well as critical reflections on its future course.

Other participants in the workshop facilitated discussions of power in the WSF process (Steffen Boehm, University of Sussex), citizen activism in the WSF (Vanessa Andeotti, University of Nottingham), gender issues and the WSF (Emma Dowling, former coordinator of ATTAC-UK), and autonomous spaces at the WSF (Rodrigo Nunes, Birkbeck College).

The lively discussions generated a broad consensus that the WSF has made important contributions to citizen action of globalisation and regionalisation.  Over 150,000 people from 135 countries participated in thousands of events at Porto Alegre in January.  These sessions produced a staggering array of information, visions and proposals regarding contemporary social change.  The WSF process has arguably been one of the principal forces undermining the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’ with more pluralistic debate about globalisation.

However, the WSF faces numerous challenges for the future. Among other things, the process could lose momentum as the global gatherings become biennial and move outside Brazil.  Continuing efforts are also required to promote wider participation from women, youth and other marginalized circles.

