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Introduction

By the turn of  the twenty-first century, the significance of  global net-
works and social movements had gained widespread public recognition. 
Reflecting on its Millennium Campaign on Third World Debt, Jubilee 
2000 argued: ‘The world will never be the same again’ as a result of  
this global people’s mobilization, developing new North–South solidarity 
( Jubilee 2000), challenging the negative effects of  globalization through 
citizen action, mobilizing people of  all faiths and people of  no faith, 
academics, pop stars, trade unionists and businessmen, boxers and art-
ists, young and old, black and white, organizing in solidarity beyond the 
state, to transform global agendas. 

The emergence of  global citizen action has been widely recognized 
as having become key to the discourse and practice of  democratic 
politics and social change. As Gaventa has argued, through ‘community 
organizations, social movements, issue campaigns, and policy advocacy, 
citizens have found ways to have their voices heard and to influence 
the decisions and practices of  larger institutions that affect their lives’ 
(Gaventa 2001: 275). This global associational revolution has been seen 
as potentially ‘as significant to the latter twentieth century as the rise 
of  the nation-state was to the latter nineteenth century’ (Salamon, 
quoted in ibid.). 

As the United Nations Development Programme Human Development 
Report (1999) argued, ‘Globalization is not new. Recall the early sixteenth 
century and the late nineteenth. But this era is different’ with new 
markets, new tools (including the Internet), new rules and new actors, 
including the World Trade Organization (WTO), multinational corpora-
tions and ‘global networks of  non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and other groups that transcend national boundaries’ (UNDP 1999: 1). 
The last decade of  the twentieth century represented a turning point 
for capitalist globalization, it has been argued, and perhaps a turning 
point for humanity, as the World Trade Organization ‘opened its doors 
for business (the ambiguity is intended)’ in 1995 and the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) began to plan a 
Multilateral Agreement on Investment (Sklair 2002: 272). As Sklair went 
on to point out, ‘the scope and level of  organization and the ferocity 
of  opposition on the streets in sites of  resistance all over the world to 
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various manifestations of  capitalist globalization caught the pundits by 
surprise’ (ibid.). 

The emergence of  organized resistance on the streets of  Seattle in 
1999 should not have been so surprising, however. Seattle was not the 
beginning of  the anti-globalization upsurge, which had already been 
developing outside the United States, in Venezuela, South Korea, India 
and a dozen other countries (Katsiaficas 2001). While the movement 
had begun in other Western countries too (including Germany), protests 
against capitalist globalization had absolutely not been limited to rela-
tively privileged ‘masked anarchists’ and students from rich countries, 
the ‘usual suspects’ according to various media representations. On the 
contrary, as the World Development Movement demonstrated, North 
American and European mobilizations were ‘only one element of  a 
much larger movement rooted in developing countries – showing that 
the fiercest critics of  IMF (International Monetary Fund) and World Bank 
policies were the people most affected by them’ (World Development 
Movement 2002: 4). 

The demonstrators themselves were not necessarily the poorest of  the 
poor, however. They included potentially broad coalitions of  teachers, 
civil servants, priests, doctors, public-sector workers, trade-union activ-
ists and owners of  small businesses, as well as poor farmers, indigenous 
peoples and the unemployed. Reporting on subsequent mobilizations 
in 2001, the World Development Movement pointed out that there had 
been protests in twenty-three countries, involving millions of  people 
protesting about the global causes of  their problems, causes rooted in 
the policies promoted by the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO. These 
policies were being blamed both for keeping the poor in poverty and 
for impoverishing wide sections of  society, including those generally 
considered key to development. The World Development Report provided 
examples of  these protests, ranging from strikes by students, teachers 
and the unemployed in Argentina, to public servants’ strikes and riots 
in Zimbabwe (by way of  Brazil, India, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, South 
Africa, South Korea and Turkey).

The sheer breadth of  these mobilizations against capitalist global-
ization has been key to their potential strength and effectiveness. 
Anti-globalization mobilizations had demonstrated ‘the possibility of  
a deepening global alliance of  workers, students, farmers, youth, in-
digenous people, immigrants and “marginals” whose potential’, it was 
argued, was ‘most alarming to the capitalist globalizers’ (Yuen 2001: 7). 
Conversely, however, this breadth has presented its own challenges. It was 
not simply that there were differences of  tactics, such as whether or how 
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far to employ varying forms of  direct action: the differences were more 
fundamental. The political Left was finding itself  mobilizing alongside 
sections of  the far Right. In the USA itself, there has been a history of  
politicians of  the Right supporting small farmers, and business people 
arguing against international treaties that promote free trade. Discus-
sions around the WTO, it has been argued, transcended ‘the old borders 
between the left and the right’ (Krebbers and Schoenmaker 2001: 212). 

Anti-globalization has been described as a populist rather than a class-
based movement – or perhaps more accurately as populist ‘movements’ 
rather than one single movement – including populisms of  the Right as 
well as populisms of  the Left (O’Connor 2001). In the USA and Europe, 
populisms of  the Right have included extreme nationalist and overtly 
racist movements. These have included anti-Semitic mobilizations as 
well as mobilizations against refugees and asylum-seekers, especially 
refugees and asylum-seekers of  colour, from the South. 

There have been similarities with Right populisms in the South, 
which have included nationalist as well as fundamentalist movements. 
These movements have not necessarily been socially inclusive, let alone 
concerned with gender-equality agendas. Right populists in the South, 
however, have been characterized as anti-imperialist, while this has not 
been the case among Right populists in the North (ibid.). 

There have been differences, too, in relation to the roles played 
by NGOs, organizations that have been seen as having gained unpreced-
ented political influence following events in Seattle (Davis 2001). NGOs 
have been seen as doing vital work around the globe, promoting develop-
ment, social justice and human rights. They have made valued contri-
butions, including the provision of  research to mobilizations against 
neoliberalism in policy programmes and in practice. For the media, it 
has been suggested, ‘NGOs and protesters are virtually interchangeable 
and synonymous’ (ibid.: 176). 

To their critics from the Left, however, the roles played by NGOs 
may not be entirely benign. NGOs can be used as contractors to pro-
vide services, covering for gaps that emerge when public provision is 
being reduced – as a result of  the cutbacks produced by the neoliberal 
economic policies in question. Most significantly, according to the critics, 
NGOs could be used to provide a ‘responsible’ leadership ‘who could 
then negotiate on behalf  of  the hordes and diffuse the movement while 
recuperating it’ (ibid.: 177). NGOs with profile and organizational abil-
ity, Davis argues, have been in a position to seize opportunities to gain 
places at negotiating tables, opportunities that could be used for varying 
ends, to promote the interests of  the movement, or to promote the 
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NGOs’ own brand and/or NGO careerists, whether these are careerist 
professionals or the careerist celebrities who provide brand endorse-
ment. ‘It could go either way’ (ibid.: 182). Individuals and organizations 
make more – or less – well-informed choices, but they do not make 
their choices in a vacuum. As Marx argued in a much-quoted passage, 
men (and women) do make their own history, but they ‘do not make 
it just as they please: they do not make it under circumstances chosen 
by themselves’ (Marx 1968: 98). 

The developing roles of  NGOs need to be seen in the wider context 
of  debates on the changing role of  civil society more generally. While 
appreciating the radical changes that have placed civil society more cen-
trally in international policy debates and global problem-solving over 
the past decade, Edwards, among others, has also cautioned that this 
is ‘a highly contested debate in which questions abound and answers 
are in short supply. In reality civil society is an arena, not a thing, and 
although it is often seen as the key to future progressive politics, this 
arena contains different and conflicting interests and agendas’ (Edwards 
2001: 1). As Deakin has also pointed out, ‘by definition, transactions and 
relationships which are located in the civil society arena take place on 
terms not wholly dominated by the state in its various forms or by the 
values or procedures of  the market’ with varying perspectives on ‘the 
different type of  engagement – close or distant – with the state on one 
side and the market on the other’ (Deakin 2001: 7). From whichever 
perspective, Deakin continues, ‘the boundaries of  the space in which 
civil society activities take place are permeable’ (ibid.). Like civil society 
more generally, NGOs are under pressure to become (literally) more 
‘businesslike’, more formally/bureaucratically organized and more 
professionalized, if  they are to be effective, working with international 
agencies and governments, in the context of  capitalist globalization. 
But if  NGOs become too ‘businesslike’ they risk losing legitimacy with 
those whose interests they set out to advance through the pursuit of  
transformatory agendas for social justice and human rights. 

Similarly, as has already been suggested, global social movements may 
pursue regressive as well as progressive goals, just as they may lead to the 
incorporation of  protest, rather than the challenging of  social injustice 
(Castells 1997; Morris 1996; Mayo 2000). And global citizen action may 
be developed and led by professionals (often Northern professionals) 
with careers in the ‘poverty’ or the ‘environmental’ business, speaking 
on behalf  of  those directly affected in the South. Democratic account-
ability is potentially problematic at the global level, as well as, if  not 
more than, at the local level, and global social movements are similarly 
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faced with the challenge of  how to represent diversity and difference 
effectively. Even the tools of  direct democracy, such as referenda, are 
skewed, when big money, those with the greatest resources, dominate 
media debates (Cronin 1989). ‘We may dream of  a global community, 
but we don’t yet live in one, and too often, global governance means 
a system in which only the strong are represented and only the weak 
are punished. Resolving these deficiencies is the essential task of  the 
twenty-first century’ (Edwards 2001: 1).

This book sets out to explore the context for anti-globalization move-
ments and their potential implications for active global citizenship, for 
social justice, human rights and social transformation based upon new 
forms of  solidarity between North and South. How can the history 
and contemporary development of  this ‘globalization from below’ be 
explained in terms of  critical theoretical debates on globalization, the 
changing relationships between the state, the market and civil society 
and theories of  social movements more generally? What insights can 
be gained from community and progressive movement organizing, at 
local and national levels? And how can campaigning organizations and 
networks, NGOs and community-based organizations (CBOs) learn from 
such experiences of  mobilizing for human rights and social justice in 
ways that are both democratically representative and accountable and 
effective, at the global level? 

My personal interest in exploring these questions comes from my 
own experiences of  community organization and development and adult, 
community-based learning at different levels, both in theory and in prac-
tice. These have been the dilemmas with which community organizers 
and development workers have been grappling at local level and beyond, 
dilemmas that have taken on increasing significance with the rediscovery 
of  ‘civil society’ and renewed policy emphases on the ‘third/not-for-profit 
sector’, active citizenship, community participation and empowerment. 
Clearly, as Gary Craig and I suggest in a previous publication, commu-
nity participation and empowerment are becoming ‘more vital and yet 
more overtly problematic in the current global context’ (Mayo and Craig 
1995: 1). In this context, it is challenging enough for local community-
based organizations to be effective in addressing immediate needs while 
building genuinely inclusive, democratically accountable campaigning 
organizations, resisting pressures for the incorporation of  protest while 
working in partnership structures and developing wider alliances for 
social change. 

To tackle these challenges globally seems even more problem-
atic, but this is precisely what an increasing number of  global social 
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movements are doing. Building upon experiences of  campaigning on 
the environment and on human rights issues, together with experiences 
of  Southern-based campaigns, global social movements are developing 
their own critical analyses of  capitalist globalization, taking on issues 
such as world debt and trade, directly linking the local with the global. 
This, it has already been suggested, is the background to the events that 
captured media interest in Seattle in 1999. It is these underlying chal-
lenges that are the subject of  this book, which focuses on strategies to 
build effective, socially inclusive and democratically accountable alliances 
for social transformation globally. 

The following chapters draw upon interviews with activists, ad-
vocates, campaigners, policy-makers, professionals and academics as 
well as policy researchers from a range of  groups, organizations and 
movements, spanning the public, voluntary/NGO and trade union and 
community sectors. In addition, I attended a number of  the events dis-
cussed in subsequent chapters, including NGO sessions at the World 
Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995 and the recall 
event in Geneva in 2000. I also participated in others, including one of  
the events linked to People to People exchanges and several of  those 
supporting the Jubilee 2000 campaign. Many people provided informa-
tion and added their own interpretations, sharing their enthusiasms and 
commitment, and their generosity is deeply appreciated. 

Chapter 1 starts by exploring differing definitions and perspectives on 
‘globalization’. This is set in the context of  debates on neoliberal econom-
ic policy agendas, as these have been developed in the ‘post-Washington 
consensus’. Globalization has been presented by international organiza-
tions such as the World Bank as the only viable development strategy. In 
contrast, the critics whose work has informed so many global citizens’ 
mobilizations have been exploring capitalist globalization’s responsibil-
ities for perpetuating inequality and indebtedness for the world’s poorest 
people. 

In addition, as has already been suggested, globalization has been 
linked to major shifts in governance and social policy, with changing roles 
for NGOs and CBOs, whether as active participants in the residualization 
of  social policy or, conversely, as agents pressurizing supranational bodies 
on issues of  social justice, social integration and equality (Deacon et al. 
1997). Globalization has also been debated in terms of  the globalization 
of  culture, media and communications, similarly posing new challenges 
while opening new opportunities for communicating and indeed cam-
paigning at the global level. 

Chapter 2 takes up these themes of  governance and the changing role 
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of  civil society. In the aftermath of  the collapse of  socialist states, at the 
end of  the 1980s, state-led development strategies were widely seen as 
discredited; the market, it was argued, was the only possible alternative 
(‘the end of  history’ thesis). Civil society needed to be strengthened, 
from this perspective, as a counterbalance and future guarantee against 
excessive state power. 

In contrast, as has already been suggested, critics argued that the 
state, the market and civil society were far from being separate spheres. 
Neoliberal agendas were restructuring governance and impacting upon 
civil society, both locally and globally. How far, then, were strategies to 
promote ‘capacity-building’ and ‘social capital’ actually strengthening 
progressive democratic organizations and social movements? Or were 
these increasingly at risk of  being colonized by capital itself, in the con-
text of  globalization? Chapter 2 concludes by exploring key implications 
for civil society (including NGOs, CBOs and social movements), together 
with key implications for strategies for ‘capacity-building’ and for the 
development of  ‘social capital’ at the global as well as the local level.

Chapter 3 moves on to explore differing approaches to the study of  
social movements, locally as well as globally. Social movements have been 
analysed in terms of  rational action/rational choice theories, together 
with resource mobilization and political process theories and in terms 
of  the new social movement theories, the latter having been more 
prevalent in European than in North American debates (Della Porta 
and Diani 1999). In summary, the first approach has tended to equate 
people’s participation in social movements with the pursuit of  their 
own individual and/or group self-interest (an approach that would be 
consistent with neoliberal assumptions about human actors as rational 
consumers, although some theorists have developed resource mobil-
ization and political process approaches from a more radical, political 
economy perspective). The latter approach, in contrast, has tended to 
focus upon new social movements as precursors of  social transformation 
(often – although not necessarily – posed in libertarian socialist and/or 
postmodernist terms). More recently, social movements theorists have 
become increasingly concerned to cross-fertilize their ideas and to apply 
insights from both European and North American approaches to the 
analysis of  global social movements, as these have been developing, 
historically and more recently over the last decades of  the twentieth 
century and the beginning of  the twenty-first (McAdam et al. 1996; 
Crossley 2002). Subsequent chapters draw upon insights from these 
more recent debates in particular. 

Chapter 3 concludes by focusing on examples of  international 
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movements and campaigns on the environment and human rights. 
These range from campaigns with far-reaching agendas for social trans-
formation, to those described as ‘protest businesses’ – organizations pre-
occupied with their own survival ( Jordan and Maloney 1997). Unpacking 
these differences has increasing importance, given that there are wider 
opportunities (using information technologies) for movements to be 
effective at global level for better or for worse, depending upon the per-
spective, whether they are working for agendas of  sustainable livelihoods, 
human rights and social justice or whether they are pursuing their own 
organizational self-interest – or even pursuing fundamentalist or socially 
abusive agendas (Castells 1997b). 

Chapter 4 moves on to explore issues of  structures and alliances for 
social change. Social networks and movements have been posited as 
representing alternatives, whether locally or nationally. In particular, new 
social movement theorists have contrasted their flexibility and direct 
democracy with the more bureaucratized structures of  trade union 
organizations and political parties, characterized as pursuing traditional 
class politics in the old ways. In the new realities of  the global context 
from the late twentieth century, it has been argued, new approaches 
are required (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). 

Alternatively, it has been argued, the labour and trade union move-
ment has a long, if  problematic, history of  international organization. In 
the current global context this is potentially more significant than ever. 
In particular, the fact that so many workers are not being organized in 
the workplace, because they are in marginalized, casualized employment, 
means that co-operation with community-based organizations and new 
social movements is more vital than ever (Waterman 1999). The trade 
union and labour movement has begun to recognize this, with increasing 
emphasis both on the need to develop global strategies in general and 
on the need to network and build alliances with new social movements, 
NGOs and CBOs more specifically. 

Chapter 5 focuses upon a number of  the issues already identified 
as the key dilemmas, opportunities and challenges for networks, cam-
paigning organizations, NGOs and CBOs. This chapter also brings in 
insights and questions identified from community development and 
community education approaches. These include the following: how 
to be effective campaigning organizations without becoming over-
bureaucratized/‘protest businesses’; how to keep winning immediate 
gains to meet supporters’ objectives and retain their support, without 
becoming – or at least being perceived as having become – incorporated, 
balancing the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ roles; how to build effective alli-
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ances while retaining independence from other organizations, including 
party political organizations as well as trade union organizations; how 
to learn from previous organizational experiences while developing 
ways of  attracting newcomers, including those (especially many young 
people) who have found previous organizational approaches alienating; 
and how to work with diverse organizational cultures while ensuring 
effective democratic accountability and representation. Similar choices 
face networks, campaigning organizations, NGOs and CBOs operating 
at the local level; at the global level, as has already been argued, these 
pose even more problematic challenges. This chapter sets the specific 
framework for the discussion of  the examples in subsequent chapters.

The first example, explored in Chapter 6, focuses upon networking 
based on concrete experiences of  people-to-people exchanges, in different 
contexts. The chapter explores ways in which CBOs have been sharing 
experiences, and then reflecting upon these experiences, with a view 
to developing new and more effective ways of  working. Through these 
international exchanges, CBOs have been enabled to share their learning 
and to support each other in campaigning at national level. This phenom-
enon is explored through homeless and landless people’s exchanges, 
including the case of  the Society for the Promotion of  Area Resource 
Centres (SPARC), an Indian NGO working with homeless people, par-
ticularly women, the most vulnerable street dwellers. SPARC entered 
into a partnership with the National Slum Dwellers’ Federation, and 
from that developed community exchanges in India, elsewhere in Asia 
and subsequently in South Africa and beyond, including Britain. 

The focus of  these exchanges has been upon empowerment and the 
development of  earning within these organizations and federations, 
strengthening groups’ capacity to work within their local environment, 
rather than on international policies and practices per se. Nevertheless, 
there have been wider implications and these have been fed back to 
donors and other agencies, internationally, both in the North and in 
the South.

Chapter 7 moves on from the exchange of  experiences, to focus upon 
the development of  alternative analyses and policies at global as well as 
local levels. In place of  neoliberal agendas, these political economy-based 
alternatives emphasize holistic development, gender justice and freedom 
from discrimination and oppression. This chapter draws upon the case 
of  Development Alternatives for Women for a New Era (DAWN). 

DAWN is a feminist network of  women activists, researchers and 
policy-makers from the South, committed to alternative approaches 
to economic development based on social justice, peace and freedom 
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from all forms of  oppression by gender and by class, race and nation 
(Taylor 2000). The network brings together shared theoretical analyses 
and experiences of  policies in practice, country by country, and region 
by region and, on the basis of  these, challenges global policies and 
campaigns for alternatives. DAWN’s approach illustrates ways of  build-
ing effective global lobbying on the basis of  strong roots, supporting 
powerful theoretical analyses with empirical evidence collected locally, 
nationally and regionally, as part of  campaigns to hold governments 
as well as international agencies accountable for their commitments 
(such as those on social development made at the World Summit on 
Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995). There are parallels with 
the approaches developed by other global campaigning organizations, 
and wider lessons, as subsequent chapters explore.

Chapter 8 draws on experiences of  campaigning globally for rights to 
social welfare. In particular, the chapter explores the experiences of  the 
Global Campaign for Education – a campaign based upon an alliance of  
international NGOs, working together with Southern NGOs, trade union 
organizations (including teachers’ organizations) and campaigns around 
child labour. Like DAWN, the campaign has involved policy analysis and 
international lobbying, drawing upon evidence collected from monitor-
ing at national level, and this has been rooted in local campaigning to 
hold governments accountable for commitments on education which 
they have entered into via international gatherings such as Jomtien in 
1990 (when 155 governments promised education for all).

The Global Campaign for Education has been built on the experi-
ences of  NGOs such as ActionAID, developing participatory approaches 
to education, and addressing issues of  equality and quality of  provision 
as well as overall numbers enrolled. The campaign has raised key issues 
of  global policy, including structural adjustment and Third World debt. 
It has also involved tackling issues of  representation and accountability, 
while taking account of  different organizational structures and cultures 
within this broad alliance, including trade union organizations as well 
as NGOs and CBOs.

Chapter 9 focuses on Jubilee 2000, which succeeded in building 
a major global campaign on an issue that might have appeared too 
abstract and too complex for any type of  popular mobilization at all: 
global economic policy and Third World debt. In the space of  four 
years, however, the campaign built a global coalition, based on a range 
of  faith-based organizations as well as NGOs, CBOs and trade union 
organizations in both Northern and Southern contexts. While Jubilee 
2000 represented a unique initiative, the campaign itself  drew lessons 
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from the experiences of  previous international campaigns, including the 
movement to end slavery in the nineteenth century.

In 2001, representatives from Jubilee 2000 campaigns from both South 
and North met to evaluate their campaigns, to build on them, and to take 
the campaigning forward. The experiences of  Jubilee 2000, as well as the 
experiences explored in previous chapters, have particular relevance for 
the questions explored in Chapters 4 and 5.

The final chapter, Chapter 10, reflects upon some of  the issues raised 
in the previous chapters, taking account of  the questions raised in Chap-
ters 4 and 5. The chapter concludes by exploring the possible implications 
for building global solidarity, campaigning for human rights and social 
justice, combining democratic accountability and sustainability at global 
as well as local levels.





1  |  Challenging globalization: developing 
alternative strategies

This chapter explores definitions and perspectives on ‘globalization’ and 
their varying implications for the development of  alternative strategies. 
‘Globalization’ itself  is a contested term. As this chapter sets out to 
demonstrate, globalization bears different meanings and varying levels 
of  significance, depending on the theoretical perspective underpinning 
the analysis in question. These are not simply semantic debates; dif-
ferent perspectives on globalization relate to differing and potentially 
competing political agendas, whether these agendas are pro- or anti-
globalization in principle. As the Introduction suggested, mobilizations 
in Seattle, Prague and Genoa included protesters from the Right as 
well as the Left of  the political spectrum, a blurring of  the difference 
between left-wing approaches and right-wing approaches that led to 
considerable questioning and debate among anti-globalization activists 
and writers (Kessi 2001). 

These debates have vitally important implications for the discussions 
of  anti-globalization movements in subsequent chapters. The reader 
already familiar with these arguments about the nature of  globalization 
and the impact of  capitalist globalization, more specifically, may prefer 
to skip lightly over this chapter. In particular, the reader well acquainted 
with the criticisms of  capitalist globalization, in terms of  its effects on 
increasing poverty and social inequality worldwide, may choose to skip 
these sections.

Globalization has become a contemporary buzzword, but how new 
is it? In a much-quoted passage from the Communist Manifesto, in 1848, 
Marx and Engels described a number of  key features that are typically 
considered characteristic of  globalization in the twenty-first century. 
‘Modern industry has established the world market, for which the dis-
covery of  America paved the way,’ they argued (Marx and Engels 1985: 
81), going on to point to the constant processes of  change inherent in 
capitalism, the ‘everlasting uncertainty and agitation’ that distinguish 
the ‘bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones’ (ibid.: 83). ‘All fixed, fast-
frozen relations, with their train of  ancient and venerable prejudices 
and opinions are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated 
before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air’ (ibid.), a phrase 
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that has been regularly quoted in the context of  globalization and the 
increasing rate of  economic, political, social and cultural change. 

‘The bourgeoisie’, Marx and Engels argued, ‘has through its exploita-
tion of  the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production 
and consumption in every country’ (ibid.). So, 

in place of  the old wants, satisfied by the productions of  the country, we 
find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of  distant 
lands and climes. In place of  the old local and national seclusion and 
self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-
dependence of  nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual produc-
tion. The intellectual creations of  individual nations become common 
property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more 
and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local litera-
tures, there arises a world literature. (ibid.: 84) 

In summary, according to Marx and Engels, the development of  capitalist 
social relations was the key factor, leading to associated social, political 
and cultural changes on a global scale. The so-called McDonaldization 
of  popular culture can be glimpsed in the future, along with the global 
popularity of  Levi’s jeans, Gap t-shirts, Hollywood movies and Starbucks 
coffee. Each of  the features identified by Marx and Engels, the economic, 
political and social and cultural aspects, emerge in the discussion of  
more recent definitions of  globalization. 

Definitions and differing approaches
So what precisely is new about the notion of  globalization? Not so 

much, some critics have argued. ‘“Globalisation” is an extension of  the 
already existing power relationships in the world economy, in which the 
controllers of  capital in the great powers seek to reinforce and intensify 
their exploitation of  the rest of  the world’ (Murray 1997: 20). The novelty 
has been grossly overrated, it has been argued, by those who present 
globalization as an inevitable process, a juggernaut inexorably sweeping 
all before it (Hirst and Thompson 1996). ‘Globalization’, it has been 
argued, is a deeply ideological term. By implication, such critics have 
suggested, globalization is being defined as an irresistible contemporary 
process, a process portrayed as ultimately beneficial for humankind, or 
at least as inevitable. 

Such a view of  globalization has been characterized as ‘globaloney’ 
by critics who prefer to focus upon resistance, based upon alternative 
understandings, linked to fundamentally different political objectives 
and geared towards achieving very different policy outcomes. Before 
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considering these critiques, however, the concept itself  needs to be 
explored. 

In established development discourse, definitions of  globalization 
include a number of  related features. The World Development Report 
produced by the World Bank for 1999/2000 (World Bank 2002) focuses 
on globalization in terms of  technological advances in communication, 
which ‘have made it possible to know in an instant what is happening in 
a household or factory or on a stock market half  a world away’ (ibid.: 
4). Meanwhile, this report continues, in parallel with these advances in 
communication technology, multinational companies

now rely on production chains that straddle many countries. Raw 
materials and components may come from two different countries and 
be assembled in another, while marketing and distribution take place in 
still other venues. Consumers’ decisions in, say, London or Tokyo be-
come information that has an almost immediate impact on the products 
that are being made – and the styles that influence them – all over the 
globe. (ibid.) 

The products in question may be automobiles or items of  clothing, but 
the globalization of  the processes of  design, manufacture and marketing 
may be comparable. There are parallels here with the factors identified 
by Marx and Engels, but with the emphasis upon technological advances 
in communications, rather than in the social relations of  production 
per se. 

With a similar emphasis upon capital and the social relations of  
production as well as an emphasis upon new technologies (including 
communication technologies) War on Want’s website defines globaliza-
tion as ‘the way that world trade, culture and technologies have become 
rapidly integrated over the last 20 years, as geographic distance and 
cultural difference no longer pose an obstacle to trade. New technologies 
have increased the ease of  global communication, allowing money to 
change hands in the blink of  an eye.’ Globalization, the website con-
tinues, involves

the opening up of  trade which allows goods and services to travel across 
the world more freely and increase in foreign investment – companies 
investing overseas by building plants, contracting subsidiaries or buy-
ing stock in foreign countries, the opening up of  capital markets which 
increases the flow of  money across the world, improved access to com-
munication – from the development of  new technology like the internet 
to cheaper plane tickets. (<http://www.globalworkplace.com>)
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Summarizing the sociological literature on differing approaches, 
Cohen and Kennedy start from Albrow’s definition of  globalization 
as referring to ‘all those processes by which the peoples of  the world 
are incorporated into a single society, global society’ (quoted in Cohen 
and Kennedy 2000: 24). Cohen and Kennedy then go on to identify six 
component strands of  globalization:

• changing concepts of  time and space
• an increasing volume of  cultural interactions
• the commonality of  problems facing all the world’s inhabitants
• growing interconnections and interdependencies
• a network of  increasingly powerful transnational actors and organiza-

tions
• the synchronization of  all the dimensions involved in globalization

On the basis of  the changes that have taken place in communica-
tions technologies this list starts from the impact of  these changes on 
people’s perceptions of  time and space, the ‘time–space compression’, 
which has been speeded up so dramatically by the development of  
electronic media. The accompanying effects in terms of  increasing 
cultural interactions have also been widely identified as key features 
of  globalization: we live in a global village, it has been argued, albeit a 
global village which is effectively dominated by Western, and particularly 
US, cultural influences. 

Globalization is not simply a matter of  culture and communications, 
however. As the subsequent items in Cohen and Kennedy’s list indicate, 
globalization is also defined in terms of  increasingly interconnected 
problems, including problems of  the environment – which cannot be 
confined within national borders – and problems of  poverty and civil 
strife, which give rise to the mass movements of  peoples, as refugees 
and asylum-seekers. These problems, in their turn, point to the economic 
and political dimensions of  globalization, including the increasing power 
of  transnational corporations, globally as well as locally. Their influence 
impacts on international organizations such as the World Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization, as 
well as on national governments across the globe. 

This links to debates about the changing role of  the nation-state 
itself. As will be suggested below, one set of  conclusions drawn from 
the increasing power of  transnational corporations emphasizes the de-
creasing power of  the nation-state – on its own, no national government 
can hope to influence, let alone control, the operations of  transnational 
corporations. Total sales of  major transnational corporations such as 
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General Motors, the Ford Motor Company, Mitsubishi and the Royal 
Dutch/Shell Group have exceeded the gross domestic product of  nation-
states (respectively Thailand, Saudi Arabia, Poland, South Africa and 
Greece) (UNDP statistics, quoted on War on Want website 2002). Half  
the largest economies in the world are transnational corporations, not 
nation-states (Cohen and Kennedy 2000). In an increasingly globalized 
context, it has been suggested, the nation-state has become, in many 
ways, redundant. 

Alternatively, however, as will be suggested in more detail below, 
critics have also argued that the effective demise of  the nation-state has 
been vastly overemphasized (Hirst and Thompson 1996). Nation-states, 
and particularly the most powerful nation-states and groupings of  nation-
states, can and do play key roles, too often facilitating the pursuit of  the 
interests of  transnational capital at the expense of  the interests of  labour 
and of  the most oppressed and disadvantaged peoples, globally. So even 
in an increasingly globalized context, in which political mobilizations 
need to focus on international targets, the nation-state also needs to 
remain a key focus for strategies for social change. 

Cohen and Kennedy conclude their discussion of  definitions of  
globalization by exploring two related terms. ‘Globalism’, they suggest, 
quoting Albrow again, refers to ‘values which take the real world of  
5 billion people as the object of  concern … everybody living as world 
citizens ... with a common interest in collective action to solve global 
problems’, consciousness of  the world as a single entity, requiring com-
mon solutions to shared problems (Cohen and Kennedy 2000: 34). While 
this theme emerges powerfully in the subsequent discussion of  global 
social movements, this has also been contentious from the perspective 
of  those critics who emphasize the conflicting rather than the common 
interests between global capital and labour, between the most powerful 
and the most oppressed peoples worldwide. 

The other term that Cohen and Kennedy explore in this context 
is that of  ‘glocalization’. Far from conceptualizing globalization as a 
one-way process, sweeping all before it, sociologists such as Robertson, 
for example, have pointed to its interactive features: the global is also 
affected by contact with the local. There are two-way processes at work 
here. Robertson has defined the dynamics of  globalization in terms of  
the ‘twofold process of  the particularization of  the universal and the 
universalization of  the particular’ (Robertson 1992: 177). One reaction 
to the apparent tendency towards cultural homogenization has been 
an increased emphasis upon ethnic cultures and indigenous peoples’ 
artefacts (increasingly commodified as souvenirs, for the global tourist 
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market). Alternatively, resistance may take the form of  conservative 
cultural and/or religious movements, seeking to preserve an idealized 
past from the incursions of  a globalized future. Subsequent discussions 
of  global social movements include examples of  this type, as well as 
examples of  socially progressive global movements.

This makes it all the more relevant to distinguish between different 
approaches to globalization and their varying takes on what precisely 
needs to be challenged – if, indeed, anything does. This latter point needs 
to be emphasized because globalization has its admirers as well as its 
critics. From the neoliberal stance, after all, globalization is a positive 
phenomenon, representing the future, the way forward for humankind. 
Free-market economics, according to the neoliberals, offers the most 
effective strategies for economic development. Indeed, since the dis-
solution of  the former Soviet Union and the demise of  socialist states 
in Eastern and Central Europe, free-market economics represents the 
only viable strategy, from this perspective. In the Thatcher/Reagan-
dominated 1980s, this approach was summarized by the slogan ‘there 
is no alternative’. Or in the formula popularized by Fukuyama (1992), 
civilization had reached the ‘end of  history’ by the end of  the twentieth 
century, with the global triumph of  free-market economics coupled with 
liberal democracy.

Neoliberal approaches
Neoliberalism started from what had been described as a ‘tiny embryo 

at the University of  Chicago with the philosopher-economist Friedrich 
von Hayek and his students – Milton Friedman amongst them – at its 
nucleus’ (George 2001: 9). Neoliberalism took off  from the 1970s and 
1980s, as the long economic boom following the Second World War 
began to slow down and economic growth became more problematic. 
The neoliberal programme has been described as ‘the way of  handling 
this crisis’ (Amin 2001: 19). 

To summarize, the causes of  this slow-down, according to the neo-
liberals of  the Chicago School, were to be sought in the growth of  state 
intervention, interfering with the operations of  free-market mechanisms. 
As a result, resources were being drained away from productive invest-
ment to support ever-expanding state bureaucracies and inefficient public 
enterprises. Meanwhile, public services were increasingly being run for 
the benefit of  self-interested professionals: the so-called producer culture 
that the neoliberals set out to replace with a consumer culture, based 
upon increasing competition to facilitate consumer choice. The solution, 
in summary, was to deregulate, to free market mechanisms and to roll 
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back the state – the strategies broadly adopted by the Thatcher govern-
ment in Britain and the Reagan government in the USA in the 1980s.

Neoliberal economic strategies were increasingly influential, too, at 
the international level, impacting upon a range of  countries in the Third 
World in the South. Neoliberalism had become the new orthodoxy. Chi-
cago School economists applied their solutions to particular economies 
(such as Chile after the military coup in 1973, which ended the Allende 
government’s period of  social reform). Neoliberal strategies were also 
applied via international organizations and agencies such as the World 
Bank, the IMF and, more recently, via the WTO, established in 1995. 

The World Bank and the IMF had increasing influence, while the 
poorer countries of  the South had less and less room for manoeuvre 
at this period, as prices for primary products fell in the 1980s, reducing 
their incomes from exports, just when they had taken on increasing 
liabilities, having borrowed heavily, when credit was relatively cheaper, 
in the 1970s (money they had been positively encouraged to borrow 
both by governments and international agencies). By the 1980s, when 
interest rates rose, many indebted countries in the South were forced 
to turn to the IMF and the World Bank for assistance. The IMF and 
the World Bank were therefore in particularly powerful positions to 
enforce neoliberal policy solutions. If  they wanted to borrow, debtors 
had to put their houses in order, restructuring in neoliberal terms, via 
structural adjustment programmes.

In summary, these neoliberal strategies included measures to bring 
down the rate of  inflation, to reduce public expenditure (to eliminate 
budget deficits) and to reduce the role of  the state more generally (via 
privatization, as well as via increasing market mechanisms and charging 
for public services such as health and education). In addition, debtor 
countries had to open up their economies, liberalizing trade by reducing 
tariff  barriers. The free market had to be allowed to flourish internation-
ally, through free trade in goods and services, free circulation of  capital 
and freedom of  investment. This was supposed to be beneficial in terms 
of  promoting economic growth, the benefits of  which would then, it 
was argued, ‘trickle down’ to the rest of  their populations. 

These arguments emerge in more detail later in this chapter and in 
subsequent chapters, together with their critiques. The points to em-
phasize here are simply these: during the latter decades of  the twentieth 
century, Third World countries in the South became increasingly directly 
affected by these neoliberal policy agendas and that these agendas were 
being promoted via international organizations and agencies, particularly 
the World Bank and the IMF (and more recently the WTO), described 
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as the ‘instruments of  neoliberalism’ (Houtart 2001: vi), pursuing these 
strategies on a global scale. The roots of  global campaigning around 
issues such as tackling the debt crisis and promoting fairer trade can be 
identified from this period. 

Shifts of emphasis
Meanwhile, there have been shifts of  emphasis in the neoliberal 

discourse. From the 1980s and 1990s it was becoming increasingly ap-
parent that neoliberal strategies were being accompanied by increasing 
problems, with increasing social polarization on a global scale, as the rich 
have become richer and the poor become poorer. The world’s income 
distribution has been depicted as a champagne glass, with 82 per cent of  
the world’s income being enjoyed by the richest 20 per cent, compared 
with the somewhat slenderer stem of  1.4 per cent of  the world’s income, 
which falls to the poorest 20 per cent of  the world’s population.

Faced with increasing concern, international agencies began to focus 
on the development of  strategies to mitigate the negative effects of  
neoliberal globalization. Structural adjustment needed a human face, 
to protect the most vulnerable, including poor women and children. 
This trend developed in the 1990s. By 1999 the United Nations Human 
Development Report opened with a Foreword explaining that it ‘comes 
down clearly in favour of  globalization to bring economic and social 
benefits to societies: the free flow of  money and trade is matched by 
the liberating power of  the flow of  ideas and information driven by new 
technologies’ (UNDP 1999: v) (the emphasis upon technological change 
and information technology again as well as the emphasis on the free 
market). The report continued, however, by reiterating its commitment 
to championing ‘the agenda of  the world’s weak, those marginalized by 
globalization, and calls for a much bolder agenda of  global and national 
reforms to achieve globalization with a human face’ (ibid.). The report 
also ‘cautions that globalization is too important to be left unmanaged 
as it is at present, because it has the capacity to do extraordinary harm 
as well as good’ (ibid.). 

The United Nations’ approach to economic and social develop-
ment differs from that of  the WTO, the World Bank and the IMF, it 
is argued. 

The latter promote the empowerment of  the market, a minimal role 
for the State and rapid liberalization. Most UN agencies, on the other 
hand, operate under the belief  that public intervention (internationally 
and nationally) is necessary to enable basic needs and human rights to be 
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World income distribution (source: Houtart and Polet 2001)

fulfilled and that the market alone cannot do the job and in many cases 
in fact hinders the job being done. (Khor 2001: 15)

So the fact that a UN agency was arguing for some policy modifications 
was not so surprising, but it was not only UN agencies acknowledging the 
force of  these criticisms; the World Bank itself  was also recognizing the 



                         |   

need to modify neoliberal strategies. Trade liberalization, for example, 
continues to be presented as promoting economic development and 
thereby benefiting developing countries; however,  ‘the lack of  attention 
given to the social consequences of  reform has threatened a backlash’ 
(World Bank 2000: 52), a potential backlash that needs to be averted.  

The post-Washington consensus, in contrast, recognizes that market 
forces need to be balanced by strategies to reduce poverty, strategies that 
need to involve the active participation of  the poor themselves, as part of  
wider strategies to strengthen civil society and decentralize governance. 
‘The concept of  participation’, it has been argued, ‘has become central to 
the repertoire with which the Bank has sought to remake its public face’ 
(Francis 2001: 72). Chapter 2 explores some of  these strategies in more 
detail, examining different approaches to the notion of  civil society and 
the contested concept of  social capital. The point to emphasize here is 
simply this: despite these modifications, the post-Washington consensus 
remains rooted in the neoliberal paradigm. Globalization might need 
some managing, from this perspective, but globalization is still effectively 
being presented as the only realistic option for development, equated 
with the spread of  the free market, worldwide. 

This has been the dominant view, held from the World Bank in 
Washington to the proponents of  New Labour in Britain. The increasing 
globalization of  the world economy in terms of  trade and finance, the 
White Paper on ‘Eliminating World Poverty’ argued, brings great new 
opportunities. Neoliberal economic policies encourage the private sec-
tor, which is seen as providing ‘the main impetus for economic growth’ 
(HMSO 1997: 15). Globalization does not necessarily benefit everybody 
equally, the White Paper points out. ‘Globalisation, however,  needs 
therefore to be accompanied by policies to help the poor’ (ibid.: 10).  

While the neoliberal paradigm continues to predominate, there have, 
then, been increasing criticisms. Broadly, these might be categorized in 
the following ways. First, critics, including those from within the World 
Bank itself, have continued to accept the basic premises of  neoliberalism. 
Free-market economic strategies are still considered to be the only viable 
route to development, but these strategies need to be accompanied by 
compensatory mechanisms, to ensure that the costs are not borne dis-
proportionately by the world’s poorest and most disadvantaged groups, 
including poor women and children, indigenous peoples, ethnic minor-
ity communities or people with disabilities, for example. As the Human 
Development Report (1996) recognized, over the past three decades (as neo-
liberal agendas gained predominance) in seventy developing countries, 
income levels were less than in the 1960s and 1970s. ‘Economic gains have 
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benefited greatly a few countries, at the expense of  the many’ (Human 
Development Report 1996, quoted in Khor 2001: 17), with wider inequal-
ities within countries as well as between countries. This recognition of  
increasing polarization, and the worsening plight of  the world’s poorest 
peoples, has justified the development of  participatory poverty reduction 
strategies to redress these imbalances. Poverty reduction strategy papers 
(PRSPs) replaced structural adjustment as the framework for debt relief  
– outlining governments’ strategies to reduce poverty, including plans for 
how money freed up by debt relief  will be targeted.

Broadly, governments associated with ‘third way’ strategies, such as  
New Labour in Britain, have continued to support approaches to global-
ization based on neoliberal economic strategies, arguing that free trade 
benefits all – although they have also accepted that developing countries 
may need time to adjust to the effects of  the reduction of  trade barriers. 
As the White Paper on International Development argued in 1997, ‘We 
will work within the EU and the WTO for increased multilateral liber-
alisation of  trade in goods and services, and the continued dismantling 
of  tariff  and non-tariff  barriers worldwide’ (HMSO 1997: 58). ‘For the 
future’, the report continued, ‘we are committed to negotiate further 
comprehensive trade liberalisation, in particular in the agriculture and 
services sectors.’ (These sectors have particular significance, as the crit-
ics of  capitalist globalization have argued, because of  the potentially 
negative impact upon primary producers in developing countries as well 
as the potentially negative impacts upon education, health and other 
vital services.) The White Paper, however, was equally clear about the 
importance of  supporting globally agreed strategies for poverty reduc-
tion with the target of  halving the proportion of  the world’s population 
living in extreme poverty by 2015. 

While the post-Washington consensus has been concerned with 
ameliorating the effects of  neoliberal economic strategies associated 
with globalization (rather than fundamentally rethinking those strat-
egies), this has also been associated with some shifts in attitudes to the 
state and civil society more generally. These aspects are explored in 
more detail in the following chapter. In summary, it has been argued, 
the post-Washington consensus has been associated with the view that 
rolling back the state can be carried to counter-productive extremes. 
A ‘strong social and institutional infrastructure is crucial to growth 
and development’, with a revised role for the state, working in more 
pluralistic ways with civil society (including NGOs) strengthening social 
capital and developing ‘social consensus about structural changes in the 
economy and key reforms’ (Edwards 2001: 2–3). 
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Such approaches to globalization have been associated with the 
‘third way’ – aiming to square the circle – tackling the negative effects 
of  neoliberal economics with doses of  social democratic social policy 
remedies. ‘Third way’ policy papers do still contain elements of  the 
social democratic perspectives that were more characteristic of  previous 
decades, less dominated by the policy dictates of  neoliberalism, globally. 
Whilst the White Paper firmly rejected past models of  development, 
based on the view that the state was the key player, ‘we have learned 
that the virtuous State has a key role to play in supporting economic ar-
rangements which encourage human development, stimulate enterprise 
and saving and create the environment necessary to mobilise domestic 
resources and to attract foreign investment’ (HMSO 1997: 12) as well 
as tackling poverty and social exclusion. 

Social democratic approaches
In summary, social democratic approaches have tended to start from 

such an approach to the state, the market and civil society more generally. 
Rather than merely facilitating the operations of  the market, the state has 
a more active role, promoting social as well as economic development, 
with particular responsibilities for ensuring that the interests of  labour 
are represented effectively, as well as the interests of  capital, the interests 
of  the disadvantaged as well as the interests of  the most powerful. This 
type of  thinking can be identified, for example, as underpinning the 
arguments for promoting adjustment with a human face, to protect 
the most vulnerable groups from the ill-effects of  structural adjustment 
policies (Cornia et al. 1987). 

Similarly, an Oxfam publication, A Case for Reform: Fifty Years of  the 
IMF and World Bank, argued that ‘the policies of  the Bretton Woods 
institutions (i.e. the IMF and World Bank) do not sufficiently reflect 
the needs of  the majority of  the world’s citizens’ (Oxfam 1995: 2). Too 
often, it claims, blueprints for structural adjustment are ‘drawn up in 
Washington in accordance with the dictates of  free-market ideology, 
and applied with insufficient regard to the circumstances of  individual 
countries’ (ibid.: 3). ‘Half  a century on from the establishment of  the 
Bretton Woods institutions, now is the time for a fundamental reappraisal 
of  the roles and policies of  the World Bank and IMF and their impact on 
the world’s poor’ (ibid.: 48). The paper concludes with a call for reform 
– reform of  particular policies such as structural adjustment and debt, 
as well as reform of  the system itself, to make it more transparent and 
democratically accountable in the South as well as in the North.

 Social democratic perspectives have featured within international 



   |    

agencies, as well as within NGOs and within particular national states. As 
will be suggested below, many of  the critiques of  capitalist globalization, 
developed through a range of  social movements and campaigns, have 
been compatible with social democratic perspectives. As has also been 
suggested, however, these perspectives have been contested. 

For the far Left, including the libertarian socialist/anarchist Left, social 
democratic reformism can become part of  the problem, rather than part 
of  the solution. From these perspectives, campaigners such as some of  
those involved with major NGOs become identified by elite decision-
makers as ‘potential allies in the delicate work of  diffusing this new 
opposition’ (to globalization), ‘the respectable face of  dissent, with whom 
firms and governments are suddenly eager to do business’ (Davis 2002: 
176). According to these critics, ‘NGOs such as Oxfam, for example, were 
all but co-opted into designing debt relief  strategies’ (Economist, quoted 
in ibid.: 177). The following chapter explores the contradictory pressures 
on NGOs and civil society more generally, in more detail. The point 
here is simply to identify the differences of  perspective between those 
campaigning to reform the international agencies that promote capitalist 
globalization and those who have been campaigning on the basis of  a 
more fundamental rejection of  capitalist globalization per se. 

As Epstein has argued in relation to Seattle mobilizations, 

the coalition that opposed the WTO in Seattle was held together by a 
common perception of  the global corporations as the main threat to 
environmental standards, labor and human rights, and to democracy 
generally. There were differences among the various constituencies in 
Seattle over how far the critique of  the corporations should go, and 
what solution should be proposed to growing corporate power. Rad-
icals in the direct action movement and left-leaning environmental and 
human rights groups argued that the WTO should be abolished; more 
mainstream environmental and human rights organizations, and trade 
unionists, argued for reforming the WTO, demanding that its powers be 
restricted. (Epstein 2002: 54)

In the debate between abolition and reform, she continued, ‘the WTO 
also stood as a metaphor for the global corporations that it serves, and 
for a global capitalist system that the radicals want to dismantle and 
which others hope can be brought in line with democracy’ (ibid.). 

These debates can be illustrated, for example, in relation to cam-
paigning for fairer trade. As has already been argued, the liberalization 
of  trade and investment has been key to globalization, linked to the 
growing power of  transnational corporations and international financial 
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institutions. While neoliberals have argued that for developing coun-
tries free trade frequently represents ‘the primary means of  realizing 
the benefits of  globalization’ (World Bank 2000: 51), enabling them to 
access new markets, increase production, transfer new technologies 
and improve productivity, the critics have argued that the reality is far 
more problematic. Globalization is a very uneven process, and while 
some groups in some countries have benefited, a majority of  those in 
developing countries ‘are excluded from the process, or are participating 
in it in marginal ways that are often detrimental to their interests: for 
example import liberalization may harm their domestic producers and 
financial liberalization may cause instability’ (Khor 2001: 16). 

Among campaigners, there are those arguing that the system, as 
it stands, is currently unfair, and very far from representing a level 
playing field. On the contrary, while the WTO argues for free trade 
in theory, in practice the most powerful interests in the industrialized 
North, particularly in the USA and the European Union, continue to 
protect particular industries and sectors (such as steel and agriculture). 
Meanwhile, the critics point out, trade liberalization has, in many cases, 
resulted in ‘a vicious cycle of  trade and balance-of-payments deficits, 
financial instability, debt and recession’ (ibid.: 34). 

The liberalization of  trade in services would be particularly problem-
atic, with potentially far-reaching damage to the education, health and 
welfare of  the world’s poorest peoples (Woodroffe 2002), not to mention 
the damage to the education, health and welfare of  all those who need 
public services in the industrialized North, services provided for social 
needs rather than private profits. The countries of  the developing South, 
it has been argued, ‘enter into supposedly equal negotiations with very 
different levels of  capacity’ over issues such as GATS (General Agree-
ment on Trade in Services) and these inequalities are compounded by 
‘the close relationship between corporations and some governments and 
the influence that this has had over GATS’ (ibid.: 7). 

While the critics of  capitalist globalization might agree on this diag-
nosis of  the problem, however, differences emerge when it comes to 
proposing ultimate solutions. One view focuses upon the importance 
of  getting a more level playing field, challenging the ways in which the 
most powerful interests in the North preach free trade while practis-
ing protectionism, whenever this suits them better, and gaining more 
realistic timescales to enable developing countries in the South to adjust. 
Alternatively, others argue that it is neoliberal globalization itself  that 
needs to be challenged, and replaced with alternative strategies for 
development and social transformation. 
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Alternative approaches 
There have been differences here over strategies as well as over tactics. 

Among those advocating more radical transformative strategies, there 
has been a libertarian socialist/anarchist view. Broadly, these types of  
approaches question the development roles of  the state as well as the 
market (or more specifically, of  big business and transnational corpora-
tions). Like the neoliberals, they reject bureaucratic, statist solutions, but 
unlike the neoliberals, they are also suspicious of  big business, preferring 
small-scale co-operative developments that enable people to have more 
direct control over their lives. 

While libertarian socialist/anarchist approaches cover a wide range 
of  views, broadly these tend to be characterized by their commitments 
to mutuality and co-operation, based upon relatively small-scale, local 
developments, respecting people’s autonomy and their rights to self-
organization and self-determination. These approaches have been linked 
with strategies for decentralization, for delinking from the global cor-
porate economy and for emphasizing the importance of  working for 
sustainable development and sustainable livelihoods. As Starr’s study of  
anti-corporate movements confronting globalization has demonstrated, 
anarchism is ‘alive, youthful and international’ (Starr 2000: 112), having 
been actively engaged in campaigning against globalization, as well as 
actively engaged in related campaigning on environmental issues, femi-
nism, anti-racism and the rights of  indigenous peoples. 

While anarchists have been popularly associated with violent pro-
test, this is a misleading stereotype. Anarchists have been just as, if  
not more, frequently associated with peaceful, non-violent tactics. As 
one of  the commentators on events in Seattle in 1999 reflected, while 
the ‘century-old stereotype of  anarchy as mayhem defined the media 
coverage’ (Kauffman 2002: 125), for many of  those organizing against 
corporate globalization in the United States the key lesson was ‘not to 
allow our movements to be divided and conquered over the question 
of  property destruction’. There were groups of  anarchists dressed in 
black, masks over their faces, using militant tactics, but these groups 
had their roots in environmental protest and self-management principles, 
which used a range of  tactics. There were heated debates, both before 
and after Seattle, about the non-violence code, which had been adopted 
by the Direct Action Network.  

While there were indeed lively debates about tactics, other commenta-
tors have regretted that there was not more vigorous debate over ideas. 
Reflecting upon the significance of  the fact that the Seattle mobilizations 
were clearly not just anti-globalization but more specifically anti-capitalist 
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globalization, Aronowitz went on to put the question: if  ‘anti-capitalism 
is the leading edge, what are the alternatives?’ (Aronowitz 2002: 200). ‘Is 
resistance enough to persuade more than an elite of  semiprofessional 
organizers to stay the course of  opposition? Or does the movement 
need a rich address to the cultural, educational and social dimensions 
of  life?’ Socialism, he concluded, carried a great deal of  baggage, in the 
wake of  the demise of  the Soviet Union, as did perhaps its libertarian 
socialist/anarchist variety. Many of  those at Seattle were clearly still 
aiming at reform rather than more fundamental socialist transformation. 
‘They believe that the nation-state still has enough juice to yield conces-
sions.’ So, in Aronowitz’s view, ‘the problem is to think and debate the 
alternatives, to experiment with reform even if  it yields very little or 
nothing, and to craft a new politics of  internationalism that takes into 
account the still potent force of  national states and their identities. The 
hardest work is thinking’ (ibid.: 22). 

This type of  approach is actually compatible with a more orthodox 
Left position, arguing for the importance of  working for immediate 
reforms while building a movement with longer-term goals for social 
transformation, a movement in which critical theory is seen as key as well 
as militant practice and solidarity, internationally. Clearly, as Aronowitz 
points out, there most evidently has been a crisis of  confidence on the 
Left, particularly since the demise of  the former Soviet Union and the 
widely proclaimed view that capitalism has triumphed as the only viable 
alternative globally. This makes the case for developing coherent chal-
lenges all the more urgent and compelling for the Left.

This book starts from the position that movements against capitalist 
globalization could – and should – be supported by the development 
of  critical theory as well as by building solidarity in practice, within 
national borders and across them, internationally. Alliances for long-
term strategies for social transformation could be strengthened through 
reflecting upon struggles for immediate gains, for improved conditions 
for labour and greater opportunities for sustainable livelihoods, for work-
ing towards poverty reduction and for improving access to education, 
health and welfare. 

Without suggesting that the Communist Manifesto provides the deep-
est insights of  Marxist analysis, let alone that any text from the mid-
nineteenth century necessarily provides relevant contemporary guidance, 
the following quotation may still have some resonance. ‘The Communists 
fight for the attainment of  the immediate aims, for the momentary in-
terests of  the working class; but in the movement of  the present, they 
also represent and take care of  the future of  that movement’ (Marx and 
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Engels 1985: 119), allying themselves with the most progressive forces 
while reserving the right to take up a critical position, when critical think-
ing needs to be developed.  The Communist Manifesto concludes with a 
rallying call to internationalism. 

Alternatively, however, the Communist Manifesto also includes some 
critical reflections on those who oppose capitalism from what Marx and 
Engels define as ‘petty-bourgeois’ positions (ibid.: 108). Small business 
people and peasants were also adversely affected by the development of  
modern industry, and individual members of  the ‘petty-bourgeoisie’ were 
‘being hurled down into the proletariat by the action of  competition, 
and, as modern industry develops, they even see the moment when 
they will completely disappear as an independent section of  modern 
society’ (ibid.). In response to these perceived threats from the develop-
ment of  capitalism, worldwide, small business people and farmers 
were attracted, Marx and Engels argued, to backward-looking forms 
of  opposition, seeking to return to an idealized past, a romanticized 
approach that can be identified in more recent forms of  protest. Petty-
bourgeois critics pointed to

the disastrous effects of  machinery and division of  labour; the concen-
tration of  capital and land in a few hands; over-production and crises; it 
pointed out the inevitable ruin of  the petty-bourgeois and peasant, the 
misery of  the proletariat, the anarchy in production, the crying inequal-
ities in the distribution of  wealth, the industrial war of  extermination 
between nations, the dissolution of  old moral bonds, of  old family ties, 
of  the old nationalities. (ibid.: 109) 

They were looking back to the old property relations and former social 
ties. There are connections here with particular populist traditions.

Populism from the Right as well as from the Left
Populism has a powerful tradition in the United States, in particular, a 

tradition with varieties of  the Right as well as varieties of  the Left. The 
right-wing populism of  Pat Buchanan, for example, has been associated 
with opposition to globalization, having attacked international trade 
treaties; from his perspective the decent hard-working productive middle 
class and working class – and small farmers – are being ‘squeezed from 
above and below’ – by ‘lazy social parasites’ from below, and from 
transnational corporations from above (Kessi 2001: 203). Right-wing 
opposition to globalization campaigns against free trade because this 
is seen to benefit transnationals and global elites, globally, rather than 
small businesses and farmers, locally. Opposition to globalization can 
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also take on extreme nationalist and explicitly racist connotations, as 
exemplified by the positions of  far-Right groups in France and Holland 
for instance, as well as by extreme-Right Republicans in the USA or 
conservative environmental groups. As Kessi has argued, traditionally 
‘leftist ideas about self-management and autonomy get mixed with dis-
courses on regionalism which tend towards racism, and leftist criticism 
of  technology receives support from essentialist and fascist discourses 
about living in harmony with “nature”’ – opposing ‘the destruction of  
“Mother Earth” by a “modern world” gone astray’ (ibid.: 205). 

Some campaigners on the Left have argued that they need to work 
together with the Right in one big movement against globalization. Such 
an alliance, it has been suggested, gives the anti-globalization move-
ment strength and legitimacy. Others, conversely, have argued that this 
is potentially dangerous as a strategy (Krebbers and Schoenmaker 2001), 
pointing to the dangers of  allying with racists and homophobes. While 
Pat Buchanan was passionately defending ‘the legitimate expectations of  
working families in the global economy’ in the presidential campaign in 
the USA in 2000 he was supporting American workers, it was argued, 
‘as long as they are conservative and obedient and not unemployed, 
black, gay, female, lesbian or Jewish. He’s not particularly fond of  left-
wing workers’ either (Dolan, quoted in ibid.: 211). As this commentator 
points out, Buchanan’s views on Argentina might also give cause for 
alarm on the Left, he having argued that with military and police and 
freelance operators (i.e. death squads) at work ‘between six thousand 
and one hundred and fifty thousand leftists disappeared. Brutal yes; also 
successful. Today peace reigns in Argentina; security has been restored’ 
(a view that, with the wisdom of  hindsight, might be considered to be 
as inaccurate as it was vicious). 

So far the discussion of  populism has been related to populism in the 
North. In the USA, for example, O’Connor has argued that anti-globaliza-
tion is ‘a populist movement, not a class-based movement’ (O’Connor 
2001: 360). This label, however,  has also been applied to the movement 
in the South as well as to the North.  While right-wing populism in 
the USA and Europe, for example, has been characterized as national-
ist and often anti-immigrant and racist, rather than internationalist, in 
the South the situation is somewhat different. ‘In the South’, according 
to O’Connor, Right populists ‘are anti-imperialist while their opposite 
numbers in the North are pro-imperialist’ (ibid.: 361). 

‘Of  equal importance,’ O’Connor continues, ‘right populists in the 
South are people of  color and antiracist while their counterparts in 
the North are (often proudly) racist. In most countries I would guess 
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that right populists regard themselves as patriotic. This all means that 
the likelihood of  a right-wing global populist movement is zero while 
the odds are much better for an international populism of  the left’, 
a point he regards as important because ‘the political terrain of  both 
capital and antiglobalist movements is itself  global’ (ibid.). Whether 
or not Right populists in the South are less likely to be racist than 
Right populists in the North may be more questionable than this 
might suggest, as may their potential for international mobilization. 
Either version may be problematic enough in terms of  the potential 
for building alliances for social justice and social transformation, on a 
global scale – anti-capitalist global social movements that are the focus 
of  subsequent chapters. 

Building alliances 
How then to evaluate the potential for building alliances among the 

varying interests that may be engaged in opposition to globalization? 
Very broadly, this potential may be summarized as follows. Globaliza-
tion, when defined in terms of  ‘those processes by which the peoples of  
the world are incorporated into a single society, global society’ (Cohen 
and Kennedy 2000: 24), may be opposed by a very broad coalition of  
organizations and individuals, in both North and South. Globalization, 
thus broadly defined, may be resisted by those with a wide range of  
concerns, whether these are primarily economic, political, social, cultural 
and/or environmental concerns. 

As has already been suggested, Right as well as Left populists may 
come together to protest against what they perceive to be the increasing 
power of  the transnational capitalist class – transnational corporations, 
together with ‘globalizing state and inter-state bureaucrats and politi-
cians (state fraction), globalizing professionals (technical fraction)’, and 
‘merchants and media (consumerist fraction)’ (Sklair 2002: 99). The ways 
in which transnational capital shifts investment and jobs from region to 
region in the search for profit maximization concerns labour too, as jobs 
are lost in one area, all too often to be replaced by lower-paid jobs, with 
worse conditions, in another – just as labour is also potentially concerned 
by nation-states’ failures to intervene to regulate these processes. The 
social polarization that has accompanied globalization has mobilized 
responses from human rights groups and women’s organizations, from 
trade unions and faith-based organisations, from NGOs as well as from 
government and intergovernmental organizations. Opposition to the 
‘McDonaldization’ of  local cultures – the perceived loss of  local cultural 
identities and the destruction of  indigenous heritages – may be rooted 
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in similarly broad bases. Likewise with opposition to the degradation 
of  the environment, on a global scale.

So far, so good, in terms of  the case for bringing Left and Right 
together to campaign around globalization, the case for building ‘the 
greatest possible unity’ (George, quoted in Krebbers and Schoenmaker 
2001: 212), giving campaigns strength through the diversity of  views and 
constituencies involved. As has already been suggested in this chapter, 
however, alternative definitions and perspectives point towards more am-
biguous conclusions. The commonality of  problems may point towards 
the need for common solutions globally, but not necessarily towards the 
existence of  common interests in working for these. 

In summary, as has also been suggested, there are important dif-
ferences, in terms of  economic, social, political and cultural interests. 
From a Left perspective, labour and capital have different underlying 
interests, whatever their common concerns on particular presenting 
issues. So while trade unionists may join together with small business 
interests to oppose the negative effects of  trade liberalization, they 
cannot realistically expect so much support, when it comes to issues 
of  trade union rights or the rights of  unemployed people, whether 
globally or locally. 

Similarly, anti-globalization campaigners may build a broad coalition 
to combat poverty and social exclusion, and to work for human rights for 
all, including women, ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples, people 
with disabilities, refugees and political prisoners, globally. When it comes 
to taking on the vested interests, including the vested interests concerned 
with the arms trade, this becomes more problematic, however. Increasing 
the supply of  arms may fuel the very conflicts that are creating cripples 
and forcing refugees to seek asylum elsewhere. But this is not how the 
increasing flows of  refugees and asylum-seekers are being perceived by 
anti-globalists of  the far Right. 

The erosion of  the power of  the nation-state has been an issue of  
widespread concern, globally, the debates about the extent to which 
this has actually been the case notwithstanding. Here, too, there are 
significant underlying differences of  view. From the far Right’s perspec-
tive, the goal of  global campaigning must be to restore the power and 
influence of  the nation-state, rolling back the incursions of  international 
governmental agencies as well as containing the operations of  transna-
tional corporations. 

From the Left’s perspective, internationalism per se is to be welcomed 
rather than resisted – so long as this is based on solidarity between 
peoples rather than the pursuit of  capitalist profitability. While libertarian 
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socialists/anarchists might share this commitment to internationalism, 
however, this, in their view, would need to be rooted in decentralized 
communities, rather than the state, whether nationally or internationally. 
For others on the Left, as has already been suggested, the nation-state 
remains a vital focus for campaigning. Both national governments and 
international governmental agencies need to be pressurized – although 
the ultimate extent to which they will be prepared to work towards social 
transformation tends to be viewed more optimistically by some and 
considerably more sceptically by others, including those most directly 
influenced by Marxist analyses of  the state in capitalist society.  

Finally, there are differences as well as points in common, when it 
comes to issues of  culture, communications, new technologies and the 
media. While the so-called ‘McDonaldization’ of  culture has been widely 
criticized, the alternatives are more open to question. The far Right has 
been associated with backward-looking forms of  nostalgia, seeking to 
preserve national heritages whether or not, in practice, these visions 
of  the past are more mythical than real. Such approaches have been 
associated with exclusionary and often xenophobic forms of  cultural 
politics. On the Left, in contrast, alternative approaches to cultural 
politics start from the value of  diversity and difference, celebrating 
hybridity and creolization rather than attempting to freeze traditional 
cultures and identities into essentialized versions of  the past (Gilroy 
1987; Hall 1990).

Meanwhile the protagonists of  technological explanations of  social 
change tend to emphasize the role of  new technologies, particularly 
new electronic communications technologies, as causal factors in the 
development of  globalization over the last decades of  the twentieth 
century and beyond. In contrast, anti-globalization campaigners may 
differ among themselves as to the relative importance of  technological 
change and the mass media, compared and contrasted with the rela-
tive importance of  underlying changes in the processes and relations 
of  production (the Marxist approach). Whatever differences they may 
have on these analytical issues, however, anti-global campaigners would 
seem to have shared a common understanding of  the immense creative 
potential of  new communications technologies. E-mail and access to the 
worldwide web open up amazing possibilities, transforming the nature 
of  campaigning against capitalist globalization, as will be discussed in 
subsequent chapters.



2  |  Democratization and marketization: the 
state, the market and civil society 

As Zygmunt Bauman has argued, ‘We live in a globalising world’ charac-
terized by increasing mutual interdependence but increasing polarization 
between rich and poor both within and between nations and regions. 
According to the UN Development Agency, ‘less than 4% of  the personal 
wealth of  the 225 richest people would suffice to offer all the poor of  
the world access to elementary medical and educational amenities as 
well as adequate nutrition’. But even ‘such a relatively minor redistri-
bution of  basic necessities is unlikely to occur; not in the foreseeable 
future at any rate’. When a survey of  10,000 of  the world’s poor asked 
what aspect of  their plights were most demeaning and painful, Bauman 
reflects, two themes ‘crop up with amazing regularity – insecurity and 
powerlessness’ (Bauman 2001: 2).

The previous chapter focused on debates on globalization in economic 
terms, and more specifically on neoliberal economic agendas and their 
implications for developing alternatives via global social movements. 
This chapter moves on to focus on debates on globalization and politi-
cal power – and powerlessness. Globalization has been associated with 
increasing democratization, both locally and internationally. And con-
versely, globalization has been associated with growing concerns about 
the health of  democratic forms of  governance. There has been increasing 
emphasis upon the role of  ‘civil society’ (however defined, from differing 
perspectives, whether considered locally or transnationally). And there 
has been increasing emphasis on the importance of  capacity-building 
to strengthen ‘civil society’ and to promote the development of  ‘social 
capital’ (another contested term). 

This chapter starts by exploring the differing ways in which global-
ization has been associated with increasing – or decreasing – democratiza-
tion. Is the trend towards the development of  more democratic forms 
of  governance, globally? Or is democracy being eroded, as power has 
been increasingly concentrated, transnationally; devalued, in addition, 
as electorates become more sceptical both nationally and locally? This 
leads into the discussion of  what types of  democratic processes have 
been proposed as alternatives, whether more transnational and/or more 
decentralized processes and structures, more representative and/or more 
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direct approaches to democracy. The latter approaches contain their own 
inherent dilemmas, too – how to ensure that these alternative approaches 
are also genuinely representative and democratically accountable? These 
dilemmas apply to social movements as well as to the structures of  
governance. As will be suggested in subsequent chapters, democratic 
accountability is potentially just as, if  not even more, problematic in 
the NGO and community sectors and, more specifically, within global 
social movements. 

This leads into the discussion of  competing approaches to the concept 
of  ‘civil society’ and civil society’s relations with the market as well as 
with the state, at different levels. The chapter concludes by exploring 
some of  the key implications for global social movements, faced with 
the prospect of  potentially increasing political space for their mobiliza-
tions, internationally, yet increasingly pressured by the constraints of  
neoliberal economic agendas, as these impact upon the institutions of  
governance, whether locally/nationally or transnationally. 

The ‘end of history’ and the triumph of Western liberal demo-
cracy following the collapse of the former Soviet Union?

Francis Fukuyama’s book, The End of  History: The Last Man, published 
in 1992, typified a widely held, if  highly contentious, interpretation of  
the significance of  the collapse of  the Soviet Union and of  the previ-
ously existing socialist states in Eastern and Central Europe from 1989 
(Fukuyama 1992). According to Fukuyama, history as we knew it came 
to an end with the ultimate triumph of  Western liberal democracy. 
Free-market economics and Western parliamentary democracy won out 
over state planning and state controls. The freedom of  the individual 
consumer was to be mirrored by the newly acquired freedoms of  the 
individual as citizen. Democratization has been presented as one of, if  
not the single most important theme of  the twentieth century (Potter 
et al. 1997) – the story of  the ultimate victory of  Western democracy, 
despite decades of  fascism and military dictatorships in Europe as well 
as in the South, in a century which has been characterized as an ‘age 
of  extremes’ (Hobsbawn 1994). 

Fukuyama’s view of  this triumph of  liberal democracy in the ‘new 
world order’ was soon challenged, as critics pointed to a range of  
countervailing arguments in the context of  the ‘new world disorder’. 
Without in any way accepting his conclusions, however, this chapter 
starts from the common ground of  the global significance of  the col-
lapse of  the Soviet Union. In summary (and without attempting to go 
into the underlying causes or the wider impact here) it needs to be 
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acknowledged that the demise of  the Soviet Union left the United 
States significantly less challenged in the global arena, politically and 
ideologically as well as economically. 

Meanwhile, on the Left, there was seen to be an ideological vacuum 
(Fraser 1997). Socialism was represented as discredited, as neoliberals 
proclaimed that there neither was, not could be, any viable alternative 
to liberal (free-market) Western-style democracy. There were powerful 
pressures to promote the development of  market mechanisms in the 
former socialist countries, together with the development of  Western 
democratic forms, and the strengthening of  ‘civil society’ to guarantee 
their future stability. In face of  all this, then, there were processes of  
rethinking on the Left, including rethinking about the role of  the mar-
ket and rethinking the significance of  democracy in general and, more 
specifically, the role of  civil society. 

One view, the ‘new realist’ view, was that the new Right had tri-
umphed globally. All that was possible, in these circumstances, was to 
accommodate to this situation and to settle for pressing for the humane 
management of  global capitalism – neoliberal agendas plus a dose of  
human rights. As will be suggested subsequently in this chapter, there 
are affinities, here, with ‘third way’ perspectives. 

Alternatively, however, others argued that it was vital to address the 
underlying causes of  past failures with a view to reinvigorating socialist 
theory and practice (Blackburn 1991). One of  the key themes here was 
the issue of  democracy – and, more specifically, how to build on previous 
democratic gains, in capitalist states, such as the right to vote, and equal 
rights to due legal process, and to work towards a more democratic 
future socialist society. This would be characterized by economic and 
social rights as well as civil and legal rights (Miliband 1991). 

A series of  debates ensued, on the Left (and former Left), about 
different approaches to democratization. These included debates about 
the limits of  traditional Western representative forms of  democracy 
and the need to explore alternative approaches, including those drawing 
on traditions of  direct democracy and deliberative democracy. These 
were approaches that also had histories on the libertarian socialist Left 
as well as within populist traditions (Hirst 1990; Mouffe 1992; Mouffe 
2000; Elster 1998). 

There were, then, widespread concerns with processes of  demo-
cratization, coming, as these did, from different sections of  the Left as 
well as from the political Right and from those more sympathetic to the 
perspectives of  the ‘third way’. Democratization was being promoted 
within the context of  strategies to make the world safe for neoliberal 
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capitalism, globally. And democratization was being promoted within 
the context of  alternative agendas for social transformation. 

Meanwhile, there was increasing recognition that however desirable 
in theory, liberal democracy was manifesting major shortcomings in 
practice, in its Western heartlands. Perhaps the events of  1989 had not 
represented such a straightforward triumph, after all? For whatever 
reasons, whether from satisfaction, from complacency or even from 
profound alienation and disenchantment, the fact was that a significant 
proportion of  electors – and particularly the next generation of  young 
electors – were failing to cast their votes in the old established demo-
cracies such as Britain and the USA. There were, in addition, associated 
anxieties about the potential decline of  citizen engagement and civic 
trust, the possible reduction in ‘social capital’ that has concerned Putnam 
and other much-quoted authors on this subject (Putnam 1995). Here 
too, then, there seemed to be a need for strategies to promote active 
citizenship, and to strengthen ‘civil society’ more generally. As has al-
ready been suggested, however, like ‘democratization’, ‘civil society’ and 
‘social capital’ are terms that have been used with varying meanings and 
differing policy implications, depending on the underlying perspectives 
of  those concerned to promote them. 

Globalization and democratization: some paradoxes?
Capitalist globalization has been described as paradoxical (Cohen 

and Kennedy 2000), generating similar experiences on the one hand 
– including common aspirations for greater personal freedom and 
democracy – while generating increasing complexity and polarization 
on the other. As has already been suggested, capitalist globalization has 
been associated with the spread of  Western democratic forms in the 
former socialist states and in former dictatorships, whether in Europe 
or the South. Globalization has also been associated with the spread 
of  civil and political rights, as these have been enshrined in the 1948 
Universal Declaration of  Human Rights. Since then a series of  UN 
Conventions and treaties have established more detailed provisions for 
individuals, with positive duties for states to protect these rights (Sklair 
2002). And NGOs, along with a range of  human rights organizations 
and movements, have developed advocacy and campaigning work to 
try to ensure that these rights are effectively enforced. The following 
chapter explores an example of  international advocacy and campaigning 
on human rights in more detail. 

However vitally important they are, civil and political rights do not 
constitute the sum total of  human rights. As critics of  capitalist global-
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ization have argued, human rights need to be expanded from the civil 
and political spheres to the economic and social spheres, extending from 
the rights to due legal process, freedom of  speech and the right to vote 
– spheres in which, it has been argued, capitalist globalization ‘has often 
had a relatively positive influence’ – to the more challenging freedoms of  
sustainable livelihoods and access to health, education and welfare provi-
sion (ibid.: 299). Far from automatically guaranteeing these latter rights, 
it has been argued, capitalist globalization, dominated by neoliberal 
economic agendas, has been upholding the freedoms of  transnational 
corporations to pursue the interests of  profitability, at the expense of  
the economic and social interests of  the poor and the poorest, and at the 
expense of  environmental considerations, globally. From this perspective, 
democratization has been and continues to be a paradoxical process.

In addition, the role of  the nation-state, itself, has become increasingly 
contentious. Citizenship rights and responsibilities have typically been 
defined in national terms (although increasingly taking account of  the 
provisions of  regional groupings of  nation-states, such as the European 
Union). From the late 1960s onwards, however, the nation-state has 
had to face challenges as a result of  the rapidly increasing power of  
transnational bodies, transnational corporations in particular. 

The extent to which globalization has actually involved the decline of  
the nation-state has been a matter of  contention. On the one hand, as 
the previous chapter explored, the nation-state has been considered as an 
increasing irrelevance in the face of  globalization, having progressively 
lost some of  its autonomy, in face of  the pivotal role of  transnational 
corporations, the requirements of  international governmental organiza-
tions such as the IMF and the World Bank, the requirements of  inter-
national law (including that impacting on human rights) and the power 
of  international arrangements governing security, weaponry and foreign 
policies more generally (Held 1989). As McGrew has summarized the 
position, constrained by ‘global market forces and confronting problems 
which, like ecological degradation, deny purely national resolution, the 
liberal democratic state … has only limited control over the forces which 
shape its destiny’ (McGrew 1997: 236). 

Alternatively, it has been argued, the demise of  the nation-state has 
been much exaggerated (Hirst and Thompson 1996). Most transnational 
corporations do still have some national base and nation-states can and 
do differ significantly in the extent to which they facilitate neoliberal 
global agendas – or attempt to offset the negative effects on their most 
vulnerable citizens and their environments. By implication, politics at 
the level of  the nation-state do still matter – considerably.
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Meanwhile, nation-states differ most significantly in the degree of  
autonomy that they do – or do not – continue to enjoy, just as they 
vary in terms of  their overall wealth or poverty, economically. At one 
end of  the spectrum, the United States of  America wields very extensive 
political power and influence internationally, imposing its will on other 
nation-states and international organizations, if  not without provoking 
resistance, globally. The USA stands in sharp contrast with the recipients 
of  its power and influence, towards the other end of  this spectrum.

There are key implications here for global social movements. As it 
will be suggested, through case study examples in subsequent chapters, 
national governments, and particularly the government of  the USA and 
those of  other G8 states, continue to control key levers of  power. So 
these national governments need to be pressured into wielding their 
power in progressive ways, both nationally and globally – to abide by 
international agreements on environmental protection, for example, or 
to vote for less regressive policies on world trade. Chapter 9, on the 
experiences of  the Jubilee 2000 campaign, illustrates the importance 
of  lobbying at national level, trying to win over the governments of  
the most powerful states, to support more progressive policies on debt 
relief, at international levels. 

This still leaves the question of  how to promote democratization 
at the transnational level per se. Arguing the case for a cosmopolitan 
approach, Held has pointed to the need to secure democracy ‘in a 
series of  interconnected power and authority centres’ (Held 1995: 106). 
Democracy, in the context of  globalization, could be fully sustained, he 
argued,  only ‘in and through agencies and organizations which form 
an element of  and yet cut across the territorial boundaries of  the na-
tion-state’ (ibid.). This would be a democracy beyond borders. Such an 
approach to cosmopolitan democracy would start by strengthening the 
United Nations, building regional parliaments, and extending democratic 
representation on such bodies, supported by the development of  grass-
roots movements, regionally and globally. As Held himself  has recog-
nized, however, there are serious obstacles to the realization of  such a 
potentially Utopian approach to cosmopolitan democracy, in practice. 
Not least of  these may be the extent to which, in the current context, 
such proposals might be seen as simply one more instance of  attempts 
to consolidate Western dominance, worldwide. 

Critics from the Right as well as from the Left of  the political spectrum 
have pointed to the inherent difficulties of  persuading the powerful and 
their political representatives to cede power voluntarily in the pursuit 
of  human rights and social justice agendas, globally. While the former 
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emphasize the imperatives of  a ‘realist’ approach, the latter focus on the 
importance of  setting this in the context of  the underlying interests at 
stake. How might the World Bank, the IMF or the WTO be effectively 
democratized from above, without taking on the neoliberal economic 
assumptions that underpin their strategies? Could political power be 
challenged globally without challenging the economic interests of  global 
capital? Or could human rights be guaranteed, internationally, without 
pressures from below, as well as from above, pressures from women’s 
organizations and trade unions, for instance, as well as from global social 
movements more generally (Dickenson 1997; McGrew 1997)?

On the other hand, radical communitarians have argued for alternative 
approaches to global democratization, rooted in direct and participatory 
forms. These would be based upon self-governing communities, locally, 
encouraging and developing in citizens ‘a sense of  simultaneous belong-
ing to overlapping (local and global) communities of  interest and affec-
tion’, an approach that has been linked to the politics of  the new social 
movements (McGrew 1997: 247) (more fully explored in the following 
chapter). How effective such an entirely bottom-up approach might be 
in taking on the interests of  global capital has also been subjected to 
questioning. Nor can it be taken for granted that alternative forms will 
necessarily be more fully representative of  minority as well as majority 
interests, or more effectively accountable. This brings the discussion to 
debates on alternative approaches to democracy, including direct and 
participatory approaches, more generally.

Alternative approaches to democracy
Just as Western-style parliamentary democracy was being spread 

globally, critics from within were arguing the case for developing alter-
native approaches. Critics such as Hirst started from the position that 
representative democracy was much better than none. But representative 
democracy was still too limited (Hirst 1990). Theoretical debates have 
drawn extensively upon concepts developed in ancient Greece, concepts 
rooted in the experiences of  democracy in city-states. In ancient Athens, 
for example, citizens (although not women or slaves) enjoyed the right 
to engage in political debate; decisions could be reached on this basis. 
Active participation was perceived as a right and a duty. It was, indeed, 
key to achieving the good life. Only in such association with others, as 
Dahl has summarized this view, ‘can we hope to become fully human 
or certainly to realize our qualities of  excellence as human beings’ (Dahl 
1989: 14). And conversely, a good city was characterized as one ‘that 
produces good citizens, promotes their happiness, and encourages them 
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to act rightly’, taking account of  the general interests, rather than simply 
pursuing their own self-interest (ibid.: 15). 

As theorists of  different approaches to democracy have also pointed 
out, however, this type of  direct democracy represented an ideal – even 
in its own time, in city-states where citizens shared sufficient common 
interests to achieve relative consensus, on the basis of  face-to-face inter-
actions. In larger, more complex and more significantly differentiated 
states, this approach has been far more problematic – hence the devel-
opment of  representative democracy, characterized by parliamentary 
systems and competing political parties. Representatives, once elected, 
are not mandated by their electorates. They deliberate, and then take 
decisions accordingly, using their judgement as they think fit, on behalf  
of  their constituents. Elections do, of  course, provide the voters with 
regular opportunities to change their governments, and competing 
political parties can represent some at least of  the divergent interests 
within modern nation-states. But representative democracy bears ‘only 
a weak resemblance’, it has been argued, ‘to the political institutions 
of  classical Greece’ with its ideals of  active citizenship (ibid.: 14). How-
ever limited representative democracy at the national level, how much 
more problematic is it on the global scale? As Dahl pointed out, one 
‘consequence of  the change in the scale of  democracy is to magnify the 
already significant utopianism of  the democratic ideal’ (ibid:. 5). 

Although alternative approaches have been attracting widespread 
interest in the contemporary context, these actually have a longer his-
tory too. The previous chapter referred to long-standing debates within 
libertarian socialist and anarchist traditions. In addition, populist ap-
proaches also have long histories, in the United States and elsewhere. 
And as suggested in the previous chapter, too, these approaches have 
been developed from different ends of  the political spectrum. While 
direct democracy and participatory approaches have been explored on 
the Left, the Republican Right has also embraced traditional concerns 
with democracy on a small scale, the suspicion of  big government 
and the preference for local democracy expressing ‘America’s desire to 
return to the good and decent values of  small-town society’ (Berry et 
al. 1993: 4). This was, for example, the tradition of  the New England 
town meeting. 

A number of  states in the USA, along with a number of  other 
democracies such as Swiss cantons, continue to practise elements of  
direct democracy (Budge 1996). For example, there are provisions for 
Californian voters who collect sufficient signatures on a petition to pro-
pose a particular law (a provision that has been used to press for cuts in 
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property taxes, for instance). Other provisions include the right to file 
a petition to remove a particular public official. Clearly, new electronic 
technologies enable such devices to be practised far more widely too, 
beyond the local level. Direct democracy does not have to be confined to 
the small-scale. Citizens everywhere could play more proactive parts. 

So why have these alternative approaches to democracy not been 
practised far more widely? One explanation offered refers to the inher-
ent elitism lurking within societies that claim to be more democratic 
than their reality warrants. ‘Fears of  the great unwashed’, it has been 
suggested, ‘are an enduring part of  American politics’ (Berry et al. 1993: 
8). Mass participation would dilute the expertise of  those who ‘know 
best’ and could be potentially divisive and destabilizing. 

Against such fears, it has been countered that where more participa-
tory approaches to democracy have actually been tried out, the results 
have generally been relatively positive. ‘Instead of  chaos’ in fact ‘there 
is a degree of  empowerment’ (ibid.: 14), because participation can 
nourish democracy, providing people with opportunities to learn active 
citizenship in practice – far fuller lessons than those offered simply by 
voting for elected representatives, every five years or so. This potential 
for experiential learning and empowerment through active engagement 
in more participatory forms of  democracy emerges as a theme in sub-
sequent chapters (Holst 2002). 

Anxieties about the limitations of  more direct forms of  democracy, 
however, have not been confined to the proponents of  elitism. There have 
also been concerns about the potentially negative effects of  introducing 
political changes without taking account of  their economic and social 
contexts. These concerns may be summarized as follows. In societies 
characterized by deep underlying conflicts of  interest, divided in terms 
of  class, race, gender, ethnicity, age and abilities/disabilities, the political 
arena cannot be assumed to be a level playing field. So opportunities 
for proactive participation are unlikely to be taken up and used equally 
effectively, regardless of  these underlying socio-economic differences. 
On the contrary, in fact, there is a wealth of  empirical evidence to 
demonstrate the opposite. 

Those who participate most effectively tend to be those from 
higher-income groups, with most advantages of  education and access 
to decision-making processes in any case (Hirst 1990). Berry and col-
leagues’ study of  attempts to strengthen participatory democracy in five 
US cities came to precisely this conclusion about the relative lack of  
involvement of  blacks and Hispanics too (although social class emerged 
as the single most significant factor) (Berry et al. 1993). Despite this, 
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the authors concluded that strategies to promote citizen participation 
(through decentralization in these cases) were worthwhile overall. These 
processes of  democratization were potentially empowering and participa-
tion itself  was a learning process, even if  this tended to be somewhat 
uneven in practice. There is a long tradition of  writings about the poten-
tially educative effects of  participatory democracy, from classical Greek 
theorists onwards to more contemporary debates on social learning and 
capacity-building (Sirianni and Friedland 2001). But strong participation 
was no panacea and distortions caused ‘by wealth and social status are 
not eliminated’ even if  they were not being exacerbated (Berry et al. 
1993: 189) in decentralized neighbourhood structures. 

Approaches emphasizing the importance of  deliberation and pub-
lic debate have potentially contributed to such notions about social 
learning. Elster’s approach to ‘deliberative democracy’, for example, 
focuses upon the importance of  argument and bargaining to improve 
decision-making (whether via representative or more direct democratic 
structures). This also, in his view, ‘improves the moral or intellectual 
qualities of  participants’ (Elster 1998: 11). Hannah Arendt developed 
similar arguments when she emphasized the value of  civic engagement 
and collective deliberation that would develop citizens’ judgement as well 
as increasing their political effectiveness (quoted in Passerin d’Entrèves 
1992). Such approaches might be empowering for participants, offsetting 
initial inequalities of  access to knowledge and critical understanding, 
even if  they could not, on their own, be expected to reverse underlying 
inequalities of  power and material resources.

More populist approaches to direct democracy – approaches empha-
sizing the importance of  involving ‘the people’ as an undifferentiated 
entity, without taking account of  differing interests or social divisions 
among the ‘people’ – may achieve even less in these respects. On the 
contrary, in fact, some processes might actually reinforce such underly-
ing inequalities. For example, devices associated with direct democracy, 
devices such as the right to call for referenda or for the recall of  officials, 
have been associated with a number of  pitfalls (Cronin 1989). As Hirst 
pointed out, simplistically formulated referenda on lowering taxes in 
California have been criticized for effectively promoting the interests 
of  the relatively well-off  – at the expense of  those who most need the 
public services which such taxes might have provided (Hirst 1990). Well-
heeled interest groups are much better placed to finance such campaigns, 
including paying for advertising in the mass media. Who else could afford 
to subsidize teledemocracy? The rights of  disadvantaged minorities are 
inherently less likely to be safeguarded in such a context. 
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Comparable arguments have been applied to provisions for the recall 
of  particular public officials. While this could be a useful device to root 
out corruption, it could also be misused, in the pursuit of  particular 
interests (Cronin 1989). Such provisions have inherent dangers, and 
especially so in the context of  societies where power and resources are 
very unequally divided. The recall of  the Governor of  California in 2003 
illustrates a number of  these potential contradictions. 

Similar findings about the inherent limitations as well as the potential 
benefits of  such approaches to democratization have emerged from a 
range of  other studies. In the context of  development projects in the 
South, participatory approaches have been questioned as potentially 
representing a ‘new tyranny’ (Cooke and Kothari 2001) reinforcing the 
interests of  the most powerful, internationally as well as locally, despite 
the rhetoric of  empowerment. Similar arguments about the potentially 
negative aspects of  apparently positive strategies for participation and 
empowerment have emerged both in general (Craig and Mayo 1995) 
and in relation to gender issues (Gujit and Shah 1998). 

Studies of  urban regeneration and community development pro-
grammes in the North have raised comparable questions about their 
inherent biases. The voices of  the poorest and the least powerful are 
not necessarily more likely to be effectively represented and heard 
in decentralized structures or in other processes to promote direct 
democracy or community participation more generally (Anastacio et 
al. 2000). Without going into detail here, the point to emphasize is 
simply this: whatever the limitations of  representative democracy, as 
this has developed in Western parliamentary systems, there are no 
simple solutions which promote more genuinely inclusive and more 
fully accountable forms – without taking on the underlying biases 
in the socio-economic context. Unless there are powerful pressures 
– backed with resources, including access to technical resources such 
as professional advice and expertise and information technology – to 
support them, working-class voices tend to be under-represented in 
mixed-class contexts, just as black and ethnic minority voices tend to be 
under-represented in areas in multi-ethnic communities. And there are 
genuinely complex questions to be resolved about who can legitimately 
speak for whose interests. 

Democratic representation and accountability are inherently problem-
atic, then. As has already been suggested, there are vitally important 
implications here for global social movements, setting out, as so many 
do, to be more democratically representative and accountable than the 
governments and the international organizations and agencies that are 
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to be challenged. Some of  these implications, and their associated dilem-
mas, emerge in more detail in subsequent chapters. 

Meanwhile, this chapter concludes by focusing on strategies to 
strengthen democracy by supporting the development of  ‘civil society’, 
‘social capital’, capacity-building, active citizenship and community em-
powerment.

‘Civil society’, ‘social capital’ and capacity-building for active 
citizenship and community empowerment

Despite their widespread usage, the above are contested terms, with 
varying meanings relating to differing theoretical perspectives. A widely 
quoted definition considers ‘civil society’ as ‘the space of  uncoerced 
human association and also the set of  relational networks – formed 
for the sake of  the family, faith, interests and ideology – that fill this 
space’ (Waltzer 1992: 89). This definition encompasses the widest range 
of  voluntary and community organizations and networks, both formal 
and informal, local and global, including those based around churches, 
mosques, synagogues and temples, ethnic organizations, those concerned 
with advocacy and campaigning on particular issues or human rights 
more generally, those concerned with cultural issues, the arts, sports, 
leisure and the environment.

The case for building and maintaining a strong civil society has been 
put forward because this has been seen as providing a bulwark for 
democracy, limiting the potentially excessive powers of  the state. This 
argument was used to justify programmes to strengthen civil society in 
Eastern and Central Europe, post-1989, just as similar arguments have 
been used to support the development of  more decentralized and more 
participatory approaches to development in the South, with correspond-
ingly enhanced roles for NGOs and community-based organizations. 

Debates among Marxists have highlighted more problematic aspects 
of  the concept of  civil society, however. Turner, for example, referred 
to Marx’s view of  civil society as the ‘real theatre of  all history’. By 
implication, this implied that, far from representing any neutral counter-
weight, civil society was actually imbued with the social relations and 
the associated conflicts of  interest that characterized capitalist societies, 
more generally. Drawing upon the writings of  Gramsci, Turner empha-
sized the importance of  exploring the interconnections rather than the 
separations between civil society and the market as well as between 
civil society and the state (Turner 1992). 

Gramsci’s writings, which developed Marxist debates on civil society, 
have been immensely influential in subsequent discussions, being quoted 
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in support of  varying positions on the Left, including positions that have 
been criticized for their retreat from class politics (Holst 2002). Although 
Gramsci did indeed emphasize the importance of  civil society and its 
potential role in struggles for social transformation, he was not suggest-
ing that this could be achieved in isolation either from the state or from 
the economy. On the contrary, in fact, he emphasized the importance 
of  understanding the inter-relationships between civil society, the state 
and the market. According to Gramsci, the concept of  the state included 
more than the formal institutions of  government. 

The state, more broadly conceived, included elements of  civil society, 
elements such as educational institutions (voluntary as well as statutory, 
informal as well as formal), through which the interests of  the dominant 
class may be reinforced and indeed legitimized – or challenged from 
below. Capitalist social relations are not simply – or even predominantly 
– reproduced and maintained through the use of  force, although the 
police and the courts do have roles to play in containing strikes and 
demonstrations, for example. The reality is far more complex, as people 
come to accept the ‘common-sense’ assumption – reinforced by the 
mainstream mass media – that the existing (capitalist) social framework 
is broadly reasonable and indeed acceptable as the basis for social rela-
tions. Civil society, according to this more complex view, is potentially 
a key site of  struggle, particularly key when it comes to the battle of  
ideas about capitalism and the extent to which it may even be feasible 
to consider alternatives for social transformation (Sassoon Showstack 
1991). Far from seeing capitalist globalization as necessarily linked to 
the strengthening of  civil society, whether as cause or effect – or both 
– such approaches see civil society, then, as an increasingly important 
arena for these struggles, globally as well as locally.

So how might these debates relate to those concerned with social 
capital and capacity-building? As Fine’s critical study has argued, social 
capital is a notion that has risen with ‘a specific burst to prominence 
within and through the World Bank’ as well as through debates in the 
social sciences (Fine 2001: 131). ‘The traditional composition of  natural 
capital, physical or produced capital, and human capital needs to be 
broadened to include social capital’ according to the World Bank. 

Social capital refers to the internal social and cultural coherence of  
society, the norms and values that govern interactions among people 
and the institutions in which they are embedded. Social capital is the 
glue that holds societies together and without which there can be no 
economic growth or human well-being. Without social capital, society 
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at large will collapse, and today’s world presents some very sad examples 
of  this. (quoted in ibid.: 158) 

Social capital was being defined, then, as the missing link to development, 
with the capacity for making those well endowed with it healthier as 
well as wealthier. Such extensive claims would seem to warrant further 
investigation.

In Fine’s view, there are connections to be traced, here, with the shift 
in the World Bank’s stance in recent years, from out and out neoliberal-
ism to the post-Washington consensus, a shift outlined in the previous 
chapter. Social capital has shot to prominence as a research topic for 
the World Bank, Fine argues, as part of  wider efforts to find ways of  
managing criticisms of  the negative effects of  neoliberalism, as this had 
been promoted in the past. Neoliberalism, in its more rampant forms, 
had stood accused of  promoting increasing marketization at the expense 
of  humanitarian considerations, neglecting ‘the poor, women, popular 
participation, the environment, etc.’ (ibid.: 153). 

In addition to demonstrating concern about these social and environ-
mental aspects, the World Bank’s increasing focus upon social capital 
was part of  wider agendas to legitimize ‘more extensive intervention 
in “Civil Society”’ (ibid.). The aim, in Fine’s view, was to strengthen 
the voluntary and community/NGO/CBO sectors, thereby contributing 
to the construction of  bulwarks against the state, bulwarks that would 
also be acceptable to the interests of  transnational capital. This would 
be a more sophisticated – and more politically acceptable – version of  
neoliberalism. In place of  privatization, per se, the voluntary and com-
munity sectors would be actively involved as partners in the processes 
of  marketization.

There are parallels between Fine’s view of  the post-Washington con-
sensus and the concerns of  communitarian theorists such as Etzioni (Etzi-
oni 1993) and those of  particular politicians espousing the so-called ‘third 
way’ (Blair 1998). They, too, have shared anxieties about the negative 
social effects of  rampant neoliberalism, fearing that unfettered individu-
alism could become too socially divisive for anyone’s ultimate comfort, 
breaking down traditional ties of  trust, leading to a Hobbesian state of  
the war of  all against all. Social trust and citizen responsibility needed to 
be rebuilt if  liberal – free-market – democracies were to be safeguarded, 
whether locally or globally. The ‘third way’ has been promoted as rep-
resenting a middle course between rampant neoliberalism on the one 
hand and discredited forms of  state socialism on the other. Alternatively, 
critics such as Stuart Hall have argued that, far from being ‘neither Left 
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nor Right’, the third way, as pursued by New Labour in Britain, has been 
characterized by an unequal struggle between the two. Increasingly the 
goals of  social democracy, Hall argues, are becoming absorbed into the 
more dominant strand of  neoliberalism (Hall 2003). 

The concept of  social capital is open to criticism, then, for its 
theoretical and political ambiguity, for carrying so many meanings as 
to be effectively meaningless. It has been criticized extensively, too, on 
empirical grounds. Putnam’s assumptions about the potential benefits 
of  social capital have been challenged (and the potentially negative 
effects of  close social networks have also been highlighted, including 
the negative effects of  such close ties among the Mafia and other such 
groupings). In addition, cross-cultural studies of  social and political trust 
have provided empirical evidence to suggest that Putnam’s assumptions 
about declining trust need to be disaggregated. While there would seem 
to be evidence of  considerabe widespread scepticism about politicians 
and political parties, this does not necessarily imply a corresponding lack 
of  social trust. On the contrary, in fact, ‘social and political trust are 
not necessarily related’ and voluntary organizations and associations do 
not necessarily affect this very significantly, having an influence which 
is ‘generally weak, although not trivial’ (Newton 1999: 185). 

Broadly, in summary, supporters and critics of  the notion of  social 
capital could be categorized in the following ways, as the term has 
emerged from competing perspectives in the social sciences. The most 
frequently quoted sources have been rooted in the liberal pluralist 
political science studies in the USA already referred to, particularly the 
work of  Putnam (Putnam 1995; 1996), Coleman (Coleman 1988) and 
Fukuyama (Fukuyama 1995). These sources have also been quoted and 
developed in the context of  debates on communitarianism and the ‘third 
way’. As has already been pointed out, both of  these approaches have 
been the subject of  considerable controversy. 

Alternative approaches have emerged from the Left: European socio-
logical perspectives, rooted in critical political economy, particularly the 
work of  Bourdieu and others (Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu and Passeron 
1977). While these latter approaches have also been contentious, they 
have particular relevance in the context of  this chapter, because they 
have begun to address issues of  power and conflicting interests, with a 
critical focus upon the ways in which individuals and groups are more 
– or less – able to be effective through mobilizing their social networks, 
including mobilizing via global social movements.

The first set of  approaches focus upon social capital in terms of  the 
importance of  relationships of  trust in civil society and support networks 
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as a means to generate economic development/renewal and to focus 
upon addressing problems such as health and well-being, as well as 
education and childcare (Giddens 1998). Social capital can also be sub-
divided into ‘bonding capital’ – meaning the networks and relationships 
of  trust within communities – and ‘bridging capital’ , the networks and 
inter-relationships between communities and external organizations, and 
agencies providing resources and services to communities. The overall 
emphasis, in either case, focuses upon economic development and the 
provision of  cost-effective services within the framework of  existing 
social relations. From this perspective, there are concerns with social 
capital as a means for the promotion of  self-help – to reduce demands 
on overstretched services – concerns with social capital as a mechanism 
for strengthening social control, and concerns with social capital in the 
context of  capacity-building for participation and the ability to gain 
access to external resources more effectively. Social capital is seen as 
providing mechanisms for reinforcing and stabilizing social relationships 
within liberal democracies, rather than for challenging them. The im-
plications of  such approaches to the concept of  social capital may be 
summarized as follows.

• social capital may be positively (or negatively) related to commu-
nication networks: so, for example, those who have strong social 
networks may be better informed and therefore better able to make 
informed choices and to access relevant services, and to participate 
more generally  

• social capital may be positively (or negatively ) related to particular 
subcultures: so, for example, young people may belong to social net-
works that discourage or which reinforce deviant and/or unhealthy 
behaviour such as smoking and substance misuse, which need to be 
controlled

• social capital, more generally, may be related to the strength or weak-
ness of  social ties that promote self-reliance, self-help and caring 
within communities and 

• social capital may be related to local cultures that may be more or less 
socially cohesive and inclusive: so, for example, in areas with strong 
ties, fewer people may suffer from social isolation and depression 
and this, in turn, may be expected to have positive effects on their 
physical as well as their mental health and well-being.

Alternative approaches, in contrast, focus on social capital in terms of  
its relations with other forms of  capital, economic capital in particular, 
as well as cultural capital and symbolic capital. Just as the previous 
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section argued that political power needs to be understood in the con-
text of  the underlying relations of  production, so does social capital 
need to be understood in its wider context. For Fine, in fact, capital is 
social – capitalism being rooted in capitalist social relations (Fine 2001). 
By definition, from this viewpoint, ‘social capital’ cannot logically be 
separated out from these underlying structures.

While still coming from a perspective which has been broadly rooted 
in political economy, other critics have conceptualized social capital 
somewhat differently rather than rejecting the notion altogether. Ac-
cording to this type of  approach, social capital can be considered as 
one particular aspect of  capital more generally. As with any other form 
of  capital, it has been argued by Bourdieu and others, the effectiveness 
of  social capital is unevenly distributed, and those with the most social 
capital tend to be those able to put their social networks to most effec-
tive use. Even if  fewer city bankers, for example, have social networks 
based upon public school education these days, they may still enjoy 
access to massively more effective social networks than do unemployed 
residents in inner-city areas. Social networks of  trust do matter, from 
this perspective, and those with the most powerful networks can – and 
do – use these networks to reinforce their wealth and power. 

Conversely, those with access to less powerful networks may still use 
these as best they can, to pursue their common interests. For example, 
working people can and do belong to trade unions to safeguard and to 
improve their wages and working conditions. Being an active trade union-
ist can offer opportunities for gaining access to other relevant networks, 
including access to political parties of  the Left, and to organizations 
campaigning for a variety of  related causes, including the environment, 
peace and human rights, more generally. As will be suggested in more 
detail below, such networks are key to the development of  effective 
alliances for social transformation. 

Programmes to strengthen social capital need to be evaluated, then, 
in terms of  the extent to which they support such potentially progres-
sive networks – or, conversely, the extent to which they bypass them, 
thereby contributing to their effective marginalization. Are inequalities 
being reinforced or are they being effectively challenged by initiatives to 
strengthen social capital, and to provide for capacity-building to promote 
community participation and empowerment? 

The implications of  this alternative approach to the concept of  social 
capital may be characterized as follows:

• those with the least effective social capital and/or the weakest net-
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works may be least likely to benefit from policy interventions to pro-
mote user and community participation (unless corrective measures 
are built into programmes and monitored continuously to ensure that 
programmes are socially inclusive and that community participation 
structures are both representative and effectively democratically ac-
countable)

• those with the most social capital, initially, may be best placed to 
increase their social capital through such policy interventions – be-
coming the acceptable faces of  the NGO/community sectors, the 
‘stars’ of  community participation (unless corrective measures are 
built into programmes and monitored continuously)

• even those with strong social capital locally, within their own com-
munities, may fail to develop effective networks beyond their commu-
nities – i.e. networks to organizations and individuals responsible for 
decision-making in general and resource allocation more specifically. 
Strong local ties in deprived areas and regions may also be associated 
with limited knowledge of  wider opportunities for development and 
change. Here too, whether consciously or not, programmes may 
reinforce rather than redress these forms of  inequality in relation to 
effective social capital. 

While these differing perspectives on the concept of  social capital 
have been set out as polar opposites, however, it has also been suggested 
that it may be more useful to approach the study of  social capital in 
terms of  a continuum (Gamarnikow and Green 1999). At the progres-
sive end, Gamarnikow and Green suggest, is a concern with citizenship, 
empowerment, democratization and social justice. At the other end, in 
contrast, social capital may be associated with strategies to strengthen 
traditional family and community structures and the remoralization of  
the social order, stressing the contribution of  families and communities 
to self-help and social control in their neighbourhoods. 

Possible implications for global social movements?
Global social movements face competing pressures. Paradoxically, 

capitalist globalization can be perceived to have opened up political 
spaces while simultaneously increasing the countervailing pressures 
on movements for democratization and empowerment. The spread of  
Western forms of  liberal democracy has been associated with increases 
in particular aspects of  human rights, such as the right to vote, but 
decreases in other aspects, such as the right to a sustainable livelihood, 
for all too many of  the world’s poorest peoples. 



                               |   

The post-Washington consensus has been associated with increasing 
opportunities for the organizations and agencies of  civil society – within 
the context of  the continuation of  neoliberal agendas more generally. 
NGOs have been invited into international policy fora in addition to 
being invited to tender to provide policy research as well as services for 
development. As the World Bank’s paper on partnerships with NGOs 
argued,

The increased recognition of  the limitations of  the public sector and a 
greater reliance on the private sector to effectively address the problems 
facing developing countries have led to a greater awareness of  what 
different actors in civil society can contribute to national development 
[ … ] In this context, the World Bank recognises the important role that 
nongovernmental organisations (NGOs both local and international) 
play in meeting the challenges of  development. (World Bank 1996: 1) 

In parallel, major international gatherings have come to include spaces 
(albeit, often, peripheral rather than central spaces) for alternative as-
semblies. Democratization is being promoted both locally and globally, 
whether this takes the form of  policies to promote decentralization, or 
policies to encourage more direct approaches to democracy, including 
the promotion of  citizen participation and empowerment. But demo-
cratization emerges as a complex process, with no easy answers to 
the dilemmas inherent in representation and accountability. Here, too, 
political power and powerlessness cannot be addressed without taking 
account of  the underlying socio-economic context.

Widespread concerns with strengthening civil society, enhancing 
social capital through capacity-building, have resulted in increased op-
portunities for the NGO and community sectors. These opportunities 
can be used in different ways, however, depending – at least in part 
– on the perspectives and the interests of  those involved. Those with 
the most effective access could use this to reinforce their own positions 
as the organizations that can most effectively represent the interests of  
others. As they gain increasingly valuable contacts and expertise at the 
international level, the social capital of  larger NGOs in the North, for 
example, could be further enhanced, along with that of  their partners 
in the South. While these pressures may be more acute, the more 
professional an international organization or agency becomes, active 
grass-roots campaigning groups face not dissimilar dilemmas about who 
represents whom, and in whose ultimate interests. These are dilemmas 
that reappear in subsequent chapters.



3  |  Social movements: competing approaches

Social movements have been analysed by sociologists, as well as politi-
cal theorists, from differing intellectual traditions and perspectives. This 
chapter focuses upon those aspects of  the debates around these ap-
proaches, which have particular relevance for the analysis of  global social 
movements, ‘globalization from below’ as they have been categorized 
(Falk 1995). Social movements in general, like global social movements 
more specifically, span the range of  the political spectrum (Castells 1996; 
1997; Falk 1995; Harvey 1998). Definitions have varied and so have the 
theoretical perspectives that underpin them. 

Rather than attempt a comprehensive account of  social movement 
theory, this chapter focuses on summarizing two broad schools of  
thought that have been particularly influential: ‘rational actor’ theo-
ries, as these have been developed and built upon, in varying ways, in 
North American debates, and ‘new social movement’ theories, more 
prevalent in European debates (Della Porta and Diani 1999). The first 
approach, in summary, started from explaining people’s participation in 
social movements in terms of  the pursuit of  their own self-interest (an 
approach that would be consistent with neoliberal assumptions about 
individuals as rational actors and consumers in the marketplace), al-
though subsequent theorists have developed more radical structuralist 
interpretations. The second approach, in contrast, has tended to focus 
upon social movements as precursors of  social transformation (often 
– although not necessarily – posed in libertarian terms), emphasizing 
the development of  new identities, and new, less bureaucratized and 
more fully participatory forms of  organization. 

More recently, there has been growing interest in cross-fertilization, 
drawing upon insights from both approaches. North American ap-
proaches have contributed to our understanding of  how social move-
ments develop, it has been suggested, while new social movement 
approaches have contributed to our understanding of  why (Klandermans 
1991). Recent studies have, more specifically, also been concerned to 
explore the inter-relationships between structure and agency, the ways 
in which individuals and groups/organizations shape events and/or 
are shaped by the structures of  their social contexts, the material op-
portunities and constraints and the cultural influences and values that 
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affect their choices (Crossley 2002). As this chapter will suggest in more 
detail subsequently, there are potentially key implications, here, for the 
analysis of  social movements in general and global social movements 
more specifically – even if  there are still gaps to be filled, in theorizing 
the latter. 

The chapter concludes by focusing on examples of  international 
movements and campaigning social movement organizations concerned 
with the environment (including organizations such as Friends of  the 
Earth and Greenpeace) and human rights (such as Amnesty Inter-
national). None of  these examples would seem to be explained fully by 
either of  the approaches that have been summarized – although elements 
of  each would certainly seem to have relevance. There would also seem 
to be implications from the previous chapter’s discussion of  civil society 
and the conflicting pressures from the market as well as from the state. 
As Deakin has pointed out, ‘by definition, transactions and relationships 
which are located in the civil society arena take place on terms not wholly 
dominated by the state in its various forms or by the values or procedures 
of  the market’, but they are affected by both, with varying perspectives 
among participants about how to respond to these pressures from both 
sides, ‘the different type of  engagement – close or distant – with the state 
on one side and the market on the other’ (Deakin 2001: 7).

Differing approaches to studying social movements and social 
movement organizations

The definition of  what constitutes a social movement has been con-
tested, just as their roots and wider potential significance have been, 
depending upon the perspective in question. It has even been suggested 
that ‘the whole idea of  a “social movement” as a description of  collective 
action should be abandoned because it traps our language in conceptual 
traditions that have to be discarded’ (Escobar and Alvarez 1992: 7). But 
varying attempts at definition have been offered.

In summary, these tend to include collective mobilizations with 
socio-economic, political and/or cultural dimensions, mobilizing 
around issues of  identity as well as around more specific rights (and 
social movements – such as feminism, for example – may include each 
of  these). Blumer defines social movements as ‘collective enterprises 
seeking to establish a new order of  life’ (Blumer 1969: 99), implying 
long-term goals for social change. Eyerman and Jamison, in contrast, 
focus upon the transitory nature of  such mobilizations, which they 
define as ‘temporary public spaces, as moments of  collective creation 
that provide societies with ideas, identities, and even ideals’ (Eyerman 
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and Jamison 1991: 4), although others have seen social movements as 
more durable phenomena.

In addition, the four social movement themes that have been identified 
by Della Porta and Diani have relevance, to add to these varying defini-
tions. These themes include informal interaction networks (as well as more 
formal ones, because formal organizations such as churches, trade unions 
and political parties can and do participate in social movements too) based 
upon shared beliefs and solidarity, engaging in collective action with a focus upon 
conflicts, and including the use of  protest (Della Porta and Diani 1999). As 
Della Porta and Diani also recognize, however, shared beliefs and solidar-
ity are not simply to be taken as givens in social movements. There are 
two-way processes at work here, as individuals and groups join on the 
basis of  shared beliefs, which may then become strengthened through 
processes of  participation in collective action and collective reflection on 
these shared experiences. As the previous chapter suggested, adult and 
community education perspectives may be of  relevance here, focusing on 
the potential for experiential learning, backed by critical analysis, enabling 
social movement participants to strengthen their shared understandings 
of  the causes as well as their shared commitments to the resolution of  
the issues around which they mobilize (Holst 2002). 

Such approaches to the definition of  social movements could encom-
pass a very wide range of  mobilizations. The women’s movement and 
environmental and green movements would be included, for instance, 
together with movements for peace, civil liberties and human rights 
(including rights to self-determination and respect for a range of  minor-
ities – and indeed majorities in the case of  the women’s movement). The 
trade union and labour movement would also be included, comprising, as 
it does, a range of  networks and adherents, over and above the paid-up 
members of  any particular constituent organization. So would fascist 
movements, as well as anti-fascist and anti-racist movements (there 
being nothing inherently progressive about social movements per se), 
pro- and anti-abortion movements and animal rights movements. All 
of  these could be described as comprising networks sharing beliefs and 
solidarity, with commitments to collective action, including the use of  
varying forms of  protest (whether violent and/or non-violent). 

Della Porta and Diani’s definition of  social movements would not 
include single formal organizations, however. So particular trade union 
organizations, religious organizations or political parties would not be 
defined as social movements per se, although they might well participate 
in social movement mobilizations, along with other organizations and 
individuals. Movements, according to Della Porta and Diani, are ‘by defi-
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nition fluid phenomena’ with broad collectives with ‘blurred boundaries’ 
(Della Porta and Diani 1999: 17). ‘Strictly speaking, social movements do 
not have members but participants’ (ibid.). In practice, however, the term 
‘social movement’ has often been used less tightly, to include specific 
social movement organizations, as well as applying to looser groupings. 
Summarizing the problems of  definition, Crossley has suggested that 
none of  the definitions is watertight; social movements ‘share a family 
resemblance rather than a fixed essence and their definition inevitably 
rests upon the fuzzy logic of  ordinary language use’ (Crossley 2002: 7). 

Starting from collective mobilization as rational action 
Della Porta and Diani and others have explained the origins of  

rational actor approaches to the study of  social movements (Klander-
mans 1991; Canal 1997; Della Porta and Diani 1999; Crossley 2002). 
The background to the development of  these approaches to the study 
of  social movements in the USA from the 1970s was the previous pre-
dominance of  functionalism in sociological explanations of  collective 
behaviour, emphasizing, as functionalist sociologists did, the ways in 
which society functioned as a coherent whole. Functionalism placed less 
emphasis upon the motivations and actions of  individuals and groups 
– and could be taken to imply that collective action and social conflict 
more generally were aberrations, evidence of  deviancy in an otherwise 
well-functioning social system. 

Counteracting such approaches, rational actor theory started from 
the desires of  individual social actors, and the rational ways in which 
they evaluated and acted upon the opportunities and constraints that 
faced them in attempting to realize these desires. As has already been 
suggested, rational actor theory has been described as methodological 
individualism (Crossley 2002), consistent with neoliberal economic ap-
proaches to society, based upon rational individuals realizing their own 
self-interest. But this could be and was applied to the study of  collective 
action. Approaching social movements as rational responses, rather than 
as examples of  deviancy, was a step forward, although rational actor 
theory has also been widely criticized for its inherent limitations, offering 
at best a very partial account, focusing on actors’ choices, without taking 
sufficient account of  the complexity of  human motivations, political 
beliefs and emotions, altruistic as well as self-interested, and without 
sufficient emphasis upon the wider structural context. 

In addition to being critiqued, these approaches were drawn upon and 
developed by resource mobilization theorists. They were concerned to 
take more account of  the availability or non-availability of  the resources, 
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such as the political freedom to organize, together with a minimum of  
time, energy and access to material resources, which made it more – or 
less – likely that social actors would participate in collective action. So, 
for example, organizational resources were identified as a potentially 
relevant factor, including access to external resources such as the re-
sources provided via support from powerful allies.

As has been pointed out, however, relying upon powerful allies can 
be a mixed blessing (McAdam 1982). There may – or may not – be 
members of  a ‘liberal left elite who, when they have excess resources, 
in the form of  time or money, etc. are both willing and able to inject 
them into good causes’ (Crossley 2002: 82). And those struggles that are 
effectively patronized by middle-class elites may then become subjected 
to pressures and ‘preferences from above’. ‘Struggles against the establish-
ment may succeed because some members of  that establishment wish 
them to’ (ibid.). Elite sponsorship may also divide social movements, 
defining their acceptable and their non-acceptable faces, the former to 
be supported, the latter to be marginalized and if  possible discredited 
(Piven and Cloward 1992).

Similar issues have been raised in previous chapters, including criti-
cisms of  the ways in which ‘elite decision-makers evaluate the NGO 
world with a quick and pragmatic eye and see potential allies in the 
delicate work of  diffusing this new opposition’, seeking out the respect-
able face of  dissent (Davis 2001: 176) in the context of  mobilizations 
around Seattle. Such a view could, incidentally, be seen as consistent 
with rational actor theory, although that is not necessarily how such 
arguments have been developed. Liberal elites may support some, but 
by no means all, social movements as part of  coherent strategies for 
taming them, thereby preserving the status quo for the longer term.

On the other hand, to dismiss any external support would seem un-
necessarily limiting. As the case studies demonstrate, subsequently, social 
movements and social movement organizations have, in many cases, 
relied extensively on such support, engaging with the ensuing dilemmas 
rather than rejecting them as a matter of  principle. There are, in any case, 
definitional problems about notions of  elites and concepts of  social class, 
relating to differing theoretical perspectives. Marxist approaches define 
classes in terms of  the relations of  production (‘captains of  industry’ 
versus ‘workers by hand or brain’) and differentiate between ‘class in 
itself ’ and ‘class for itself ’ (or degrees of  class consciousness) – which 
would certainly not exclude Left intellectuals and organizers from active 
participation in movements for social transformation. More generally, 
it could also be pointed out that if  labour and progressive movements 
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and liberation struggles had rejected any support or involvement from 
middle-class intellectuals and organizers they would have dispensed with 
the contributions of  Marx and Engels, Lenin, Gramsci, Rosa Luxemburg, 
Fidel Castro and Nelson Mandela, to name but a few examples.

Meanwhile theorists of  social movement organizations, such as 
McCarthy and Zeld, have also compared them with ‘businesses or entre-
preneurial units which are found in economic life and which respond to 
economic demand. They emerge in response to demand, or perhaps in 
some ways pump prime to create demand, which they then seek to sat-
isfy’ (Crossley 2002: 85–6; McCarthy and Zald 1977). Once they have been 
formed, McCarthy and Zald suggested, social movement organizations 
have to look to their own organizational survival, so they have to become 
concerned, even preoccupied, with securing resources. The better-estab-
lished may be more likely to succeed in this, in the long term, having 
a stronger market position, an achievement that involves developing a 
public profile in competition with others. If  this also sounds somewhat 
reminiscent of  neoliberal economics, that does not necessarily make it 
inherently less relevant. As will be suggested below, the impact of  market 
forces can indeed be traced, as social movement organizations cope with 
pressures to become what have been questioned as effectively ‘protest 
businesses’ ( Jordan and Maloney 1997).

Resource mobilization approaches have been criticized from the 
Left, for over-emphasizing the ‘how’ questions rather than the more 
fundamental ‘why’ questions in general. More specifically, they have 
also been criticized for over-emphasizing the role of  formal organiza-
tion and support from liberal elites that can lead to deference and the 
incorporation of  protest rather than more challenging mobilizations 
for social change. Rather than exploring wider challenges, Melucci and 
Lyyra argue, through such approaches ‘we are, instead, confronted 
with strategically oriented reform actors, analytically indistinct from 
political pressure groups, even when they do not act within the formal 
frame of  a political system’ (Melucci and Lyyra 1998: 216). This latter 
question about formal organizational structures, and their strengths as 
well as their limitations, emerges in subsequent discussions. Meanwhile, 
resource mobilization theories have also been developed in explicitly 
radical ways. 

Resources and networks have been explored from within as well 
as from without. So, for example, McAdam’s study of  the civil rights 
movement in the USA valued the contributions of  existing organizations 
and networks, particularly those of  the black churches. Participation in 
social movement activities can also develop networks and organizational 
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resources, both for the individuals and for the organizations and group-
ings involved. McAdam completed a follow-up study of  white college 
students who had taken part in civil rights campaigning in the southern 
states of  the USA in the ‘Freedom Summer’ of  1964 (McAdam 1988). 
Through this he traced the long-term impact, as so many of  those who 
had been radicalized by their experiences went on to play active parts in 
the peace movement against the Vietnam War, in the student movement, 
the women’s movement and in local community mobilizations. 

There are important implications here for social movements more 
generally, including global social movements. McAdam’s work underlined 
the importance of  pre-existing networks and organizational experiences, 
together with the ways in which these resources can be strengthened and 
developed through active participation. Even when social movements are 
at a relatively low ebb, these resources can survive, to be revivified, if  
and when the climate for social action becomes more favourable again, 
subsequently. As Crossley confirmed on the basis of  his own studies 
of  anti-psychiatric and mental health survivor movements, ‘the history 
of  any movement is often punctuated by the rise and fall of  specific 
organizations and organizational cells within it, each new group breath-
ing life into the movement and its struggle, directing it in a specific 
way, before finally dying off  or burning out and leaving room for the 
next contender’ (Crossley 2002: 97). Networks can and do survive and 
develop through these processes, and there are typically linkages and 
friendship networks between social movement organizations that can 
sustain them, both within their field (as with Greenpeace, Friends of  the 
Earth and Earth First, for example) and more generally. The importance 
of  such networks emerges from the subsequent case studies, ties of  co-
operation as well as the relationships of  competition already identified. 
And as individuals move jobs from one social movement organization 
to another, such networks can be further reinforced. 

McAdam and others have seen such networks as only one of  a 
number of  aspects to be explored. ‘Political process’ approaches in-
clude the structures of  political opportunity, as these impact upon social 
movements, creating more – or less – space for effective mobilizations. 
This type of  approach focuses on interactions with mainstream politics 
as well as upon the social movements per se. As McAdam, Tarrow 
and Tilly and others have developed their analyses, in fact, there is 
potentially far more emphasis upon the underlying structural factors 
(McAdam et al. 2001). Mobilizations are set within the framework of  
the wider political environment, taking account of  the potential links 
between structural issues, industrial conflicts, the student movement 
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and violent police responses to social mobilizations in Italy at the end 
of  the 1960s, for example. This includes (if  not emphasizes) underlying 
grievances, the socio-economic cleavages as well as more individual and 
group motivations, the structures of  opportunity (including the political 
space or lack of  space for protest) and the resources (including the net-
works and organizational resources) available for pursuing these as well 
as the actions of  social actors. These action strategies include putting 
forward demands (‘framing’ them, according to this terminology), in 
ways that maximize support, and developing effective tactics (‘repertoires 
of  contention’) such as teach-ins, sit-ins and other innovative forms of  
direct action that challenge previous ways of  expressing and managing 
social conflicts. 

Taken together, these are conceived as dynamic processes, processes 
that inter-relate and develop accordingly, over time, in ‘cycles of  con-
tention’. People’s consciousness and commitment can and do develop 
over time, as issues are ‘framed’ and participants avail themselves of  
the opportunities and resources to mobilize. And through such in-
volvement, collective consciousness can develop, along with networks 
of  solidarity. 

Political process approaches would seem to offer a number of  valuable 
insights that could be applied to the study of  global social movements. 
These include the emphasis upon the importance of  movement net-
works as well as access to external resources, the focus upon the wider 
political context and the links with other mobilizations, the notions 
of  ‘framing’, ‘repertoires of  contention’, and the links between these 
and the development of  collective consciousness and commitment, in 
‘cycles of  contention’, over time. Each of  these aspects emerges in the 
discussions of  case study experiences in subsequent chapters. 

Summarizing such approaches, Crossley concluded that this ‘has a 
great deal to offer to the analysis of  social movements’, but that there 
were also ‘significant weaknesses which must be addressed’ (Crossley 
2002: 126). In summary, one of  his concerns was that the emphasis 
upon political opportunities was not sufficiently precise, nor did it take 
sufficient account of  other structural factors. Some of  these aspects 
were more fully explored by new social movement theorists. In addi-
tion, Crossley argued, the inter-relationships between socio-economic 
structure and human agency were still insufficiently developed.

Before moving on to summarize the new social movement theorists 
approaches, it is important to recognize, however, that over the past 
two decades US scholars such as McAdam, McCarthy and Zald have 
been getting together with new social movement theorists from Europe. 
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‘The intellectual impact of  this cross-fertilization’, they argued, ‘has been 
dramatic and salutary’ (McAdam et al. 1996: xii) as they move towards 
a synthetic, comparative approach to the study of  social movements. 
Authors such as Tarrow have also been explicitly concerned to build 
towards enhanced understanding of  transnational social movements. 
So what was it about new social movement approaches that they were 
interested in exploring?

New social movement approaches
Much has been written about new social movement theories (such 

as those developed by Gorz 1982; Melucci 1988; Touraine 1974) and 
their critics (Scott 1990; Shukra 1998; Mayo 2000; Holst 2002). In sum-
mary, these approaches were developed in Europe, in response to the 
rise of  new movements in the 1960s and 1970s. This phase of  protest 
in Europe began with the student movement, which erupted in 1968 
(coming close to toppling the government in France, according to some 
interpretations). The peace movement developed in solidarity with those 
protesting against the US war in Vietnam and the women’s liberation 
movement/second-wave feminism developed in Europe as well as North 
America in the 1970s, along with gay and lesbian liberation, the green and 
environmental movements, black and ethnic minority movements. More 
recently, disability movements have developed, together with a range of  
others, including various brands of  fundamentalist movements.

The movements were not so different in practice in Europe, but 
theoretical responses varied, being more overtly focused upon debates 
within Marxism and its critics, including former Marxists. They were 
concerned to analyse not only how, but also why, some movements were 
emerging, as the result of  what underlying forces of  socio-economic and 
political change. In particular, those coming from a Marxist tradition 
were concerned to explore the reasons why these apparently new forms 
of  social conflict did not seem to fit neatly into previous categories 
of  class conflict, rooted in the working class and the trade union and 
labour movement (although, as a matter of  fact, there were also major 
industrial struggles in the late 1960s and early 1970s in a number of  
European countries, including Britain, France and Italy). 

One of  the strengths of  the new social movement theorists, a strength 
already identified, was that they focused on these broad underlying socio-
economic and political questions (Della Porta and Diani 1999; Crossley 
2002). Typically, however, they started from the ‘new’ movements’ 
emphasis upon issues of  identity, ideology and culture, issues of  social 
integration and social and cultural reproduction, rather than upon the 
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material issues around production and distribution that had been seen 
as the bread and butter of  class conflict in capitalist societies. In the 
post-Second World War boom, with a larger ‘cake’ of  resources to be 
distributed, there were greater opportunities for some of  the material 
benefits to be spread more widely. The class structures of  advanced 
industrial countries were, in any case, undergoing processes of  change. 
Overall, service sectors increased and occupational structures shifted 
accordingly, as white-collar jobs expanded. These changes did not, of  
course, mean that social conflicts were outmoded. On the contrary, 
expectations rose, and so did demands. But as the boom began to slow 
down, there was increasing frustration as a result of  attempts to im-
prove private profitability through industrial restructuring and through 
measures to control public spending on welfare. 

The new conflicts, according to Habermas, one of  the thinkers who 
particularly influenced new social movement theories, were ‘not ignited 
by distribution problems (such as wages struggles) but by questions 
having to do with the grammar of  forms of  life’ (Habermas 1987: 392, 
quoted in Crossley 2002: 160). This gave the second-wave feminist slogan, 
‘the personal is political’, a particular meaning – politics was now being 
widened to include issues of  identity, culture and lifestyle.

The reasons for this fundamental shift in the nature of  social conflict 
could be explained, new social movement theorists such as Touraine sug-
gested, by the development of  post-industrial society, a context in which 
new classes developed critiques of  the very nature of  capitalist society. 
Traditional forms of  class politics were being challenged by these new 
ways of  doing politics, raising more basic questions and raising them in 
new ways, more decentralized and more participatory than conventional 
working-class politics. One of  the key texts here was Gorz’s Farewell to 
the Working Class (Gorz 1982). While traditional class politics had been 
concerned to achieve immediate material gains, these new forms of  
politics were far less readily satisfied, it was argued, because they were 
challenging the very basis of  politics and society. 

There are parallels here with aspects of  libertarian socialist tradi-
tions. The emphasis upon decentralization and active participation was a 
characteristic of  both. And both expressed very considerable scepticism 
about strategies that relied upon the state, or even the formal organiza-
tions of  the trade union and labour movement to achieving meaningful 
steps towards social transformation. 

Some of  these assumptions have already been subjected to question-
ing, including questions about the supposedly inherent shortcomings 
of  the ‘old’ movements and organizational structures, issues which will 
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be explored further in the following chapter. With 2.5 billion in the 
global workforce – almost twice as many as in the mid-1960s (Munck 
2002) reports of  the supposed death of  the working class might seem 
to have been somewhat exaggerated (to borrow a phrase from Mark 
Twain). Indeed, Gorz himself  has subsequently revised his views on 
this. Meanwhile, as has also been pointed out, some of  the new social 
movements of  the 1960s and 1970s have subsequently been on the wane 
(Holst 2002). Aspects of  the new social movement’s approaches may 
seem irrevocably dated, then, in the contemporary global context. 

As the following chapter will argue, they are also problematic politi-
cally, in so far as they marginalize the organizations and struggles of  
the workers and their allies in the trade union and labour movement, 
worldwide. Setting up the ‘new’ against the ‘old’ is also inherently prob-
lematic, as will be suggested below. As a number of  critics have pointed 
out, many of  the features, including many of  the issues addressed and 
the organizational appoaches and tactics employed, have actually already 
been tried and tested. First-wave feminists used imaginative forms of  
direct action, for example, including chaining themselves to railings, just 
as protesters took direct action for the right to access to the countryside 
in the inter-war period in Britain. Nor have the new social movements 
necessarily pursued more progressive goals. On the contrary, in fact, they 
have covered the range of  the political spectrum (Castells 1997a; Mayo 
2000). And they have developed and changed over time, both in terms 
of  their politics and in terms of  their organizational structures (Scott 
1990) as some of  their more far-reaching, more transformatory goals 
have been adjusted over time, to become more realistically achievable 
within the current socio-economic framework (ibid.). 

So why have these approaches been of  continuing interest? A cynic 
might suggest that they have been more acceptable to the Right than 
have the alternatives, more rooted in Marxist analyses of  the continuing 
relevance of  class conflict, with the working class as the key force for 
social transformation. Meanwhile, as has been pointed out, the Right 
has been actively waging class war on ‘the unemployed, the unemploy-
able and the working poor’ (Piven and Cloward 1982) both locally and 
globally. 

But critics on the Left have also pointed to the value of  the questions 
that the new social movement theorists were posing. Whatever their 
inherent limitations, they were raising key issues for the development of  
a more transformatory politics of  the Left (Harvey 1990). As Paterson 
summarized this, despite doing away with the universalistic concept 
of  rights themselves, through their emphases on particularistic identity 
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politics, they ‘have radicalised left-wing politics in an irrevocable way. 
They have also indelibly marked our understanding of  society and of  the 
political sources of  social change’ (Paterson 1999: 51). Left approaches 
pay more attention to issues of  culture and identity and how to relate 
these to other struggles. And whatever the remaining battles that need 
to be fought, the rights of  women, black and ethnic minority commu-
nities, gays and lesbians and people with disabilities, along with green 
and environmental issues, are now firmly on labour and trade union 
movements’ agendas. 

The new social movement’s search for the underlying structural 
causes, the whys as well as the hows of  social movements’ emergence, 
successes and shortcomings has been recognized and valued (McAdam 
et al. 1996) and this has led to a multiplication of  ‘attempts to meld 
different theoretic perspectives into a new synthesis’ (Della Porta and 
Diani 1999: 14). One of  the most promising of  these attempts to achieve 
a new synthesis has been explored by Crossley, seeking to build upon 
the theoretical work of  Bourdieu – who, as Crossley points out, did not 
focus upon the study of  social movements per se, although his theoret-
ical work can usefully be applied to this – to develop a framework that 
would encompass both the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ questions, focusing 
upon the inter-relationships between human agency on the one hand 
and socio-economic structures on the other. In summary, Bourdieu 
built upon Marxist approaches to the analysis of  structural relations in 
capitalist society, developing the concept of  the ‘habitus’ to understand 
the two-way relationships between people’s structural situations and 
their own agency as humans acting upon this. As the previous chapter 
summarized, Bourdieu also developed the concept of  ‘fields’, the differ-
ent aspects of  the structures in which and with which people act and 
interact, the economic field, the political field, the social field and the 
educational, ideological and cultural fields, each of  which relates to 
particular aspects and forms of  capital. Although this has been criticized 
for stretching the concept of  capital (Fine 2001), Bourdieu’s approach 
offers promising lines of  development in constructing a coherent analysis 
of  global social movements from a Left perspective. 

Meanwhile, before exploring debates around the extent to which social 
movements might offer potentially radical alternatives to – or might be 
building alliances with – the organizations and groupings of  the political 
Left and the trade union and labour movement internationally, in more 
detail, this chapter concludes by focusing on some examples. These 
draw upon experiences of  social movement organizations of  the green 
and environmental and human rights movements. How might these 
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illustrate the relevance of  the insights from either or both of  these types 
of  approaches to the study of  social movements? 

Social movements and social movement organizations concerned 
with green and environmental issues and with human rights

The green and environmental movement has already emerged as an 
example of  a new social movement, challenging existing social relations, 
an embryo of  future societies based upon alternative relations and organ-
izational forms. Deep ecologists clearly have challenged productionism 
and proposed alternative ways of  living sustainably, with different rela-
tions between humans and nature. At the other end of  this spectrum, 
however, environmental campaigners have been concerned with far more 
immediate issues and gains, including the defence of  people’s own space 
from toxic waste, for example, or from unwanted developments more 
generally (‘Not in My Back Yard’), as a more urgent priority than the de-
fence of  nature – ‘Not in Anyone’s Back Yard’ – as this position has been 
summarized by Harvey and others (Harvey 1998; Castells 1997a). 

Environmental campaigns have actually spanned the range of  the 
political spectrums then, from ‘back to nature’ fascists to libertarian 
socialists and anarchists (Morris 1996). It has been suggested that rather 
than one green movement, in fact it might be more relevant to refer to 
varying shades of  green ( Jordan and Maloney 1997). Alternatively, as 
one of  the founders of  Greenpeace, Robert Hunter, has been quoted 
as arguing, environmentalists have seen themselves as neither needing 
to move further to the Left nor further to the Right – rather, we must 
seriously begin to inquire into the rights of  rabbits and turnips, the 
rights of  soil and swamp, the rights of  the atmosphere, and ultimately, 
the rights of  the planet (quoted in Dalton 1994: 49). 

Nor are environmental campaigns actually so new, the National Trust, 
for example, having been founded in 1850. The term ‘ecology’ itself  
was coined in the latter half  of  the nineteenth century, subsequently 
emerging as an identifiable academic study in the 1930s (Morris 1996). 
More recently, however, the green and environmental movement has 
had renewed support – although this may have reached a plateau, it 
has been suggested ( Jordan and Maloney 1997). And with the slogan 
‘Think global, act local’ they have been in the forefront of  developing 
environmentalism as a global social movement. In a study of  the char-
acteristics of  the transnational social movement sector Smith quoted 
evidence to demonstrate that the environment was the focus for 14 
per cent of  these organizations in 1993 (compared with 6 per cent in 
1973) – the second largest single category, after human rights (the focus 
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of  27 per cent of  transnational organizations in 1993, compared with 
23 per cent in 1973) (Smith 1997: 47). Rather than attempting to cover 
this range and diversity, this chapter merely summarizes some of  the 
issues that relate to debates on social movements more generally, as 
these issues emerge from writings on two well-known social movement 
organizations within the green and environmental movement: Friends 
of  the Earth and Greenpeace.

Friends of  the Earth dates back to the early 1970s. The British organ-
ization is linked to Friends of  the Earth International (founded in 1971) 
and there are local campaigning networks that come together via an 
annual conference. The local groups are separate legal entities operat-
ing under licence. By the 1990s, there were approaching a quarter of  a 
million supporters in Britain, with nearly a hundred paid staff, over a 
hundred thousand supporters and an annual income of  over £5 million. 
Friends of  the Earth International had over twenty organizations in 
industrialized countries, fourteen in the developing South and three 
in Eastern and Central Europe. 

Friends of  the Earth covers a wide range of  activities, including work 
with local community projects, on issues such as recycling, anti-road cam-
paigns and campaigns for cycling and healthier cities. They provide educa-
tional materials on environmental issues, and they act as a think tank and 
watchdog, monitoring, for example, pollution, toxic waste, acid rain and 
vehicle emissions and the ozone layer and global warming. Friends of  the 
Earth also engages in parliamentary lobbying and in campaigning at dif-
ferent levels. For example, these have included environmental campaigns 
to save the rainforest and wider campaigns with other organizations and 
movements on issues such as fair trade and world debt. Briefings for 
global events such as the 1992 Earth Summit explained both the issues 
and the processes leading up to the Rio summit, educating supporters in 
how to lobby and campaign effectively at this global level. 

Greenpeace developed over a similar period, from 1971, focusing upon 
the environment and peace (Kozak 1997). The organization set out to 
campaign ‘to prevent people from damaging or destroying our world’ 
(Hurley 1991: 2). The initial impetus came from Canada, although this 
spread rapidly and the German organization has been a key source of  
support, from the 1970s onwards. The Quakers were also a significant 
source of  support in the early days. The first international office was 
in London, and this then moved to Amsterdam. National organizations 
provide resources for this, and support the development of  organizations 
in developing countries in the South and in ex-communist countries. 
By the mid-1990s Greenpeace had a staff  of  a thousand or so, with 
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over forty offices worldwide. In the UK there were over a quarter of  a 
million local supporters with some 150 local groups (Kozak 1997) with 
some two and a half  million supporters worldwide by the beginning 
of  the 1990s (Hurley 1991). Like Friends of  the Earth, Greenpeace 
supporters come from a range of  perspectives, and the leadership has 
been described as not being especially concerned with traditional Left 
policies, although they do typically support movements for women’s 
equality and participation more generally (Dalton 1994). 

Each of  the national offices elects a representative who goes to the 
annual meeting of  councillors. This is where campaigns and policy are 
developed. The international board, which is the overall governing body, 
then decides whether or not to confirm these decisions. The major spec-
tacular international events have been under the control of  Greenpeace 
International. Greenpeace is totally independent of  any political party 
and all its funding comes from supporters and the general public, plus 
any funds raised (from the sale of  t-shirts and badges, for example).

Greenpeace’s focus on the environment and peace, initially, came 
together in campaigns against nuclear testing and nuclear dumping, with 
considerable emphasis upon direct non-violent action. There have been 
some spectacular events, including campaigns against French nuclear 
testing in the Pacific in the 1970s and the loss of  the ship the Rainbow 
Warrior, which was blown up by French secret agents, killing one of  the 
crew, in 1985 (not sharing Greenpeace’s commitment to non-violence, 
evidently). Since then there has been more emphasis upon more complex 
aspects such as environmental monitoring, focusing on issues such as 
the ozone layer. Campaigning tactics focus on non-violent direct action. 
There is less emphasis upon lobbying politicians, the organization being 
more focused upon applying pressure on corporations to change their 
ways. Successes here include the fridge companies’ recognition that they 
needed to negotiate, when Greenpeace exposed the impact they were 
having on the ozone layer. In summary, then, there are differences of  
focus and of  organizational culture and style between Friends of  the 
Earth and Greenpeace, although there are also considerable parallels 
between these two social movement organizations, both of  which have 
a very considerable degree of  support and networks with the wider 
green and environmental movement and beyond.

Amnesty developed somewhat earlier, founded in 1961, the brain-
child of  Peter Benenson, a Catholic lawyer of  Jewish descent, who had 
grown up in the wider context of  a period dramatically affected by the 
Spanish Civil War and by Nazism. As the Amnesty International Handbook 
explains, ‘More than four decades ago, two Portuguese students lifted 
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their glasses and raised a toast to freedom. For that simple act, they 
were sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment. The story horrified the 
British lawyer Peter Benenson, who decided to take action’ (Amnesty 
International 2002: 9). He wrote to the Observer newspaper calling for 
an international campaign to protect ‘forgotten prisoners’. 

Historically, Amnesty International has campaigned to: ‘free all 
prisoners of  conscience; ensure a prompt and fair trial for all political 
prisoners; abolish the death penalty, torture and other cruel, inhuman 
or degrading treatment or punishment; end extrajudicial executions and 
“disappearances”; fight impunity by working to ensure that perpetrators 
of  such human rights abuses are brought to justice in accordance with 
international standards’ (ibid.: 12).

Benenson involved a number of  prominent figures from the law and 
the mass media who shared his concern with prisoners of  conscience. 
These were defined as those detained because of  their beliefs, colour, 
sex, ethnic origin, language or religious creed – provided that they had 
not used or advocated the use of  violence (Power 1981). The focus 
was ‘to work impartially for the release of  those imprisoned for their 
opinions, to seek for them a fair (and public) trial, to enlarge the right 
of  asylum, to help political refugees find work, and to urge the creation 
of  effective international machinery to guarantee freedom of  opinion’ 
(Power 1981: 10).

Amnesty set out to take up their cases, through tactics such as sending 
postcards to prisoners of  conscience to express support, writing letters 
to take up their cases and lobbying on their behalf  with the author-
ities in question. Local Amnesty groups were set up, and these groups 
adopted particular prisoners. From the start, though, Amnesty was an 
international as well as a national and locally based organization. 

The early 1960s were still affected by the Cold War (although this 
was not its peak) and Amnesty set out to be politically neutral. For each 
political prisoner from the Eastern bloc, one would also be adopted 
from the West, starting with political prisoners such as Augustino Neto, 
a political prisoner held by the Portuguese, and a Hungarian cardinal, 
held in the East, for instance. There was major controversy over the 
case of  Nelson Mandela (because, by 1964, he had supported going 
beyond non-violence in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa  
– a controversy eventually resolved by a compromise agreement to press 
his case without formally adopting him). 

There were some difficult times, when Amnesty was involved in 
splits over allegations about key figures’ involvement with the Foreign 
Office and even the CIA. The organization really took off  in the 1970s, 
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around the same time that Friends of  the Earth and Greenpeace were 
growing. The bloody coup in 1973 which ended the socialist develop-
ments under the Allende government in Chile was seen as a factor in 
this growth, in response to the civil liberties abuses of  the Pinochet 
regime (ibid.). By 2002 there were nationally organized sections in 
some fifty countries, with other co-ordinating structures in more than 
twenty others, with over a million members and subscribers worldwide 
(Amnesty International 2002). 

In addition to campaigning for the rights of  individual prisoners 
of  conscience, Amnesty also undertakes research, sends special mis-
sions to particular countries to collect evidence and promotes special 
campaigns. These have included campaigns against capital punishment, 
against torture and against the torture trade (trade in the instruments 
and techniques of  torture, such as the use of  electric shocks, which 
were supplied to Chile, for example). Amnesty has also campaigned 
around children’s rights.

Amnesty, like Greenpeace and Friends of  the Earth (at least initially), 
is financed mainly from its membership and from donations from wider 
networks of  supporters. The Amnesty International Handbook explains 
that the organization is democratic and self-governing (ibid.). Groups 
of  members discuss issues and propose resolutions to the general meet-
ings of  their national section and governing bodies. These sections hold 
general meetings that debate policy proposals and vote on resolutions, 
and these resolutions then go forward to the international council. 
This international council is the main governing body, made up of  
representatives from every section, who meet every two years at the 
international council meeting (ibid.). The international council meetings 
elect the international executive committee, which implements the deci-
sions of  the international council through the international secretariat. 
While these are democratic structures, however, it has been suggested 
that, in practice, much decision-making is actually taken within the 
secretariat. 

Jordan and Maloney’s study concludes that these new social move-
ment organizations cannot accurately be described as decentralized, 
non-hierarchical or particularly participatory in organizational style. In 
practice, Jordan and Maloney argue, Greenpeace, Friends of  the Earth 
and Amnesty ‘are similar in that like many other large-scale public inter-
est groups, they operate along corporate lines. Amnesty and Friends of  
the Earth adopt a business strategy to ensure efficient use of  resources, to 
maximise effectiveness and, probably above all, to ensure organizational 
survival in a highly competitive market’ ( Jordan and Maloney 1997: 19). 
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They have to service their membership to keep the organization going 
and to raise funds from their supporters. In fact, according to Jordan 
and Maloney, they have to walk a tightrope here, as supporters want to 
see effective actions, real successes, but they also want the organization 
to resist becoming incorporated, being seen to remain independent. 
Movements need high-profile events, including stunts, which was how 
they described Greenpeace’s Brent Spar campaign, to keep supporters 
interested. But they also need to be working within the policy-making 
process, coming under pressure to maintain dialogue with business 
interests as well as with government and international governmental 
organizations. 

While social movement organizations such as Amnesty and Green-
peace respect democratic decision-making processes, including par-
ticipatory processes, they themselves would not necessarily claim to 
exemplify direct democracy in action. Dalton, for example, suggested 
that mass membership organizations do, in practice, tend to be relatively 
centralized, and although they have annual general meetings, it would 
be unrealistic to expect an attendance of  more than 10 per cent of  the 
membership. ‘Simply put,’ Dalton concludes, ‘most voluntary environ-
mental associations are not vehicles for extensive citizen participation, 
and most group representatives openly acknowledge the fact’ (Dalton 
1994: 105). Although he suggested that environmental organizations tend 
to emphasize the importance of  democratic participation, some achieve 
this more fully than others. He quoted one Greenpeace official’s com-
ment that the role of  individuals was to provide money and leave the 
organizers to get on with it, while another representative suggested that 
effectively members could ‘only vote with their feet’ (ibid.: 107).

But this does not at all imply that such views were – or are – gen-
erally held. Nor does it actually demonstrate that these organizations 
were, or are, out of  touch with the views of  their members and wider 
supporters. On the contrary, in fact, there was evidence that they do 
know what their supporters will wear – or what they could become 
convinced about – and they do tend to do market research to check this 
out systematically ( Jordan and Maloney 1997). Most members seemed 
contented, and studies of  why people were leaving such social movement 
organizations have revealed that very few people were leaving because 
of  policy differences (ibid.). They were far more likely to be leaving 
for more practical reasons, such as that their subscriptions had become 
overdue and they had neglected to renew them.

Friends of  the Earth is somewhat different, placing far more empha-
sis upon democratic representation and local participation. The local 
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groups are autonomous, operating under licence to use the name and 
logo (licences which have very rarely been withdrawn, and then only 
in exceptional circumstances). In England and Wales, the local groups 
have their own department at head office and their conferences pass 
resolutions, offering advice to the executive, which directly impacts 
upon the policy-making process. Two-thirds of  the board is elected 
via the local groups, while the remaining third are appointed for their 
specific expertise. 

Membership in these social movement organizations has also varied 
to some extent (with Friends of  the Earth members tending to be 
younger). More generally, though, according to Jordan and Maloney’s 
study, the membership was relatively middle-class, professional and 
well-educated (35 per cent of  Friends of  the Earth and 26 per cent of  
Amnesty’s members had a degree, according to Jordan and Maloney’s 
survey, compared with 8 per cent of  the population overall). Women 
were more likely to be members than men (unlike the membership 
of  political parties in Britain, which is more likely to be male). And 
members of  Amnesty and Friends of  the Earth in Britain were more 
likely to be members of  a political party (and not necessarily a green 
party) than the population at large. 

So the composition of  the membership did seem to relate to the new 
social movement theorists’ views about the mobilization of  the ‘new 
middle classes’. But the evidence was contrary to their assumptions 
about these social groups being fundamentally alienated from formal/
traditional politics. The members of  Amnesty and Friends of  the Earth 
were more not less likely than the population at large to be joiners, and 
they were also more likely to be networked with other social movement 
organizations and with other organizations more generally. 

Jordan and Maloney concluded, overall, that the new social movement 
literature did not contribute very much to understanding these social 
movement organizations. Nor did rational actor-type approaches, which 
seemed unable to account for the values and the commitments of  so 
many people, worldwide, as a result of  their general concerns for the 
environment and for human rights, values and commitments. These 
altruistic commitments tended to be strengthened as people became 
more involved (although a minority did refer to other less entirely self-
less reasons too, including personal reasons such as wanting to meet 
other like-minded people). Dalton concluded, similarly, that rational 
actor and resource mobilization approaches failed to take sufficient 
account of  the politics and of  the ideologies involved more gener-
ally (Dalton 1994). While valuing the new social movement theorists’ 
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emphasis upon these, however, Dalton also concluded that while these 
mattered, environmental organizations were not necessarily providing 
case studies of  decentralized, participatory, alternative-style politics in 
practice (ibid.). 

Neither approach seems entirely satisfactory, then. Having sum-
marized some of  their shortcomings, how might their more positive 
relevance be summarized? Rational actor approaches could provide 
potential insights into the wider contextual pressures on social movement 
organizations to become ‘protest businesses’, concerned with their own 
organizational survival in a competitive market. Resource mobilization 
approaches add a potentially relevant focus upon the ways in which 
social movement organizations take opportunities and draw upon elite 
sponsorship in doing so, as well as drawing upon their own networks 
and organizational experiences. Political process approaches provide 
useful ways of  exploring the ways in which they mobilize in particular 
political, social, cultural and ideological contexts, ‘framing’ issues and 
developing ‘repertoires of  contention’ including novel tactics and media-
grabbing stunts to appeal to supporters as well as to put forward their 
arguments to decision-makers and the wider public. 

New social movement theorists add key questions about the underly-
ing socio-economic, political and cultural/ideological contexts and the 
structural cleavages that give rise to these forms of  social conflict. These 
insights could contribute to an understanding of  the potential connec-
tions between social movements and social movement organizations 
and their phases, or ‘cycles of  contention’. But the particular ways in 
which these connections have been traced have been fundamentally 
contested. The reality of  these social movements and social movement 
organizations’ experiences and organizational styles, as they take account 
of  the competing pressures of  the state and the market, whether locally 
and/or globally, sits awkwardly with many of  assumptions of  the new 
social movement theorists. The following chapter takes up some of  
these debates in more detail, focusing upon the potential for building on 
the common interests as well as understanding the differences between 
the so-called ‘old’ and the so-called ‘new’ social movements.



4  |  Social movements old and new: alternatives 
or allies?

‘Globalization in all its facets presents new problems that the old (social) 
movements failed to address’ (Brecher et al. 2000: 17) it has been ar-
gued, while the new social movements have been seen to represent ‘a 
qualitatively different form of  transformative politics’ (Munck 2002: 20). 
The old social movements have been characterized in terms of  class 
politics, ‘anchored in traditional actors who struggled for the control of  
the state, particularly the working class and revolutionary vanguards’; 
whereas, in the new situation, ‘a multiplicity of  social actors establish 
their presence and spheres of  autonomy in a fragmented social and 
political space’ (Escobar and Alvarez 1992: 3). The old social move-
ments were seen to privilege the transformatory role of  the working 
class, with a particular emphasis upon industrial struggles – struggles 
that could be bought off, with relatively minor concessions on wages 
and conditions. In addition, the old social movements were criticized 
for their bureaucratic organizational forms, which routinized conflict 
and facilitated the emergence of  professional leaderships rather than 
galvanizing grass-roots mobilizations. In the new realities of  the global 
context, from the late twentieth century, new approaches have been 
required, it has been argued (Laclau and Mouffe 1985).

In contrast, new social movement theorists have been more concerned 
with the transformatory potential of  movements rooted in a wider range 
of  social actors, focusing on ‘life world’ issues that are not so easily 
accommodated within the existing social order. New social movements, 
it has been argued, have developed new forms of  politics, autonomous 
from party politics and free from ‘the problems of  routinisation and 
bureaucratisation which have bedevilled the labour movements at certain 
points’ (Munck 2002: 20). Or so it has been suggested.

This chapter takes up aspects of  these arguments, taking account of  
the debates that have already been summarized in previous chapters. 
Do the new social movements genuinely represent alternative, more 
fully democratic and more transformatory approaches to politics in 
the context of  globalization, replacing the politics of  the ‘old’ social 
movements? Or conversely, should the Left be celebrating labour ‘rising 
from the ashes’, with renewed energy in the trade union movement, as 
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a marker of  a return to orthodoxy? Alternatively, as this chapter suggests, 
the ‘new’ may not be so ‘new’ in practice, or the ‘old’ so ‘old’, whether 
nationally or internationally. Rather than simply contrasting them as 
alternatives, global social movements have also been developing on the 
basis of  learning from each other and building alliances. 

While there have been and continue to be significant theoretical 
differences between the new social movements theorists and others on 
the Left, labour movement organizations have actually been developing 
new ways of  working, in practice, in the context of  globalization, and 
these have included the development of  ‘social movement’ unionism. 
There are particularly relevant issues here for women, who face new 
challenges in organizing as workers, whether in the formal or the infor-
mal economy, as well as users, or would-be users, of  services, as carers 
and as community mobilizers, the ‘triple burden’ of  women globally 
(Moser 1989). The chapter concludes with a study of  union revitaliza-
tion in the American labour movement, breaking out of  bureaucratic 
conservatism and pursuing an organizing agenda that owed much to 
leaders’ experiences of  activism outside the labour movement, as well 
as to the influence of  international trade union pressures (Voss and 
Sherman 2000). 

How new?
The previous chapter explored some of  the criticisms of  new social 

movement theorists’ contentions about the demise of  the working class 
and the decline of  class politics more generally. On the contrary, it was 
argued, class politics was certainly still being waged – by the Right against 
the unemployed and the working poor (Piven and Cloward 1982), if  not 
always as effectively by the working class and its allies. And far from 
‘fading away’, as Castells had suggested (Castells 1997a), the labour move-
ment’s potential base had grown, as the workforce in manufacturing, 
distribution and services had expanded (Munck 2002) – not to mention 
the potential for developing support among those in the informal sector, 
globally. The new social movement theorists’ assumptions about the end 
of  the industrial era and the rise of  post-industrial society (Touraine 
1974) were also questioned, together with related assumptions about 
the supposedly more revolutionary/transformatory potential of  the 
emerging politics of  Habermas’s lifeworld.

How might these arguments relate to the actual experiences of  the 
new social movements? How new were they in reality, and how much 
more transformatory in principle or in their approaches to organization 
and participatory democracy, in practice? How far were these distinctions 
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based upon particular circumstances in a specific period of  Western Euro-
pean history, in any case, a particularly eurocentric view with far less 
relevance elsewhere, globally. As Foweraker has suggested, for instance, 
in relation to Latin America, ‘there is some doubt whether new social 
movement theory may be properly applied to the continent’ (Foweraker 
1995: 24). These have all been contested questions. 

As Holst pointed out, critics have argued that whether ‘these new 
movements actually exhibit “new” characteristics is debated’ (Holst 2002: 
36). Rather than seeing them as replacing working-class struggles, new 
social movements could be seen as ‘part of  the working class’ (ibid.: 43). 
The fact that many of  the participants could be described as middle-class 
was not necessarily a barrier to this view, because a Marxist approach 
to social class would include ‘white-collar’ and ‘white-blouse’ workers 
as well as the more traditional ‘blue-collar’ members of  the working 
class. According to Marxists, including contemporary theorists such as 
Olin Wright (Olin Wright 1985), it is the relations of  production that 
are key here – whether and how people sell their labour power to their 
employers – rather than the extent to which they work by hand or by 
brain (or both, of  course). 

Other writers have developed similar arguments about the potential 
connections between new social movements and the labour movement. 
Shukra, for example, questioned the way in which a number of  key black 
radicals effectively wrote off  the organized labour movement, in the 
1980s, accepting the notion of  ‘the decline of  the workers’ movement’ 
(Touraine 1981: 11) and defining the trade union movement and the 
white working class more generally as part of  the problem, rather than 
as being potentially part of  the solution too (Shukra 1998). Clearly the 
trade union movement had much to answer for, in terms of  past failures 
to challenge racism (and indeed, past collusions with racism) (Ramdin 
1987). But this did not mean that the organized labour movement was 
irrelevant – on the contrary, she argued, it needed to be challenged and 
won over. Shukra concluded that the new social movements ‘can evolve 
in different directions; they can forge different alliances and have different 
outcomes’ with the most promising outcomes for fundamental change 
being closely connected with ‘advanced sections of  the working class, 
with a view to politicising all groups to develop a liberatory working-class 
consciousness independently of  the state’ (Shukra 1998: 109). As will be 
suggested below, the labour movement has more recently been making 
significant moves to address racism and to build a more inclusive, more 
effective progressive movement. 

Comparable arguments have been developed in relation to the 
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women’s movement and the organized labour movement. As Davis, 
for example, has argued, in her study of  the history of  the British 
labour movement, one of  the movement’s key weaknesses has been its 
failure to tackle the divisive forces of  either sexism or racism effectively, 
thereby obstructing the vital contributions of  women and black workers 
(Davis 1993). Reviewing the prospects, in the 1990s, in a difficult period 
of  declining trade union membership, she drew very different conclu-
sions from those of  Touraine, however, pointing to the movement’s 
‘uncanny ability to renew itself ’ (ibid.: 213). Munck made a comparable 
point when he argued that, ‘As with capitalism, labour would seem to 
have a great ability to regenerate and transform itself, adapting to new 
situations, mutating organizational forms and strategies, and living to 
fight another day’ (Munck 2000: 90). Democratic collective involvement, 
Davis concluded, must be key to reviving the labour movement as a 
vehicle for socialist politics, and this means 

consciously extending its appeal, as some of  the early socialists at-
tempted, to all workers and in particular those most vulnerable to super-
exploitation because of  their race or gender. 

This in turn entails an understanding that working-class unity is not 
just a desirable but an essential goal, and that its achievement is only 
possible if  differences born of  life experiences of  centuries of  disunity 
founded on oppression are recognised and respected. (Davis 1993: 215)

The politics of  identity and culture needed to be related to, rather 
than opposed to, the politics of  class. As Aronowitz has pointed out, 
comparable arguments apply elsewhere. Although social movements in 
the USA have, in the past, ‘as often as not, perceived class politics as 
inimical to their aims’ (Aronowitz 1992: 67), class remains key in its 
impact upon life chances, including its impact on the life chances of  
women and black and ethnic minorities.

Nor has it been the case that the new social movements have been 
confined to issues of  identity, culture and the ‘lifeworld’ while the labour 
movement and the political parties of  the Left have confined themselves 
to issues of  political economy. Although the previous chapter illustrated 
some of  the boundaries around particular environmental campaigning, 
for example, there have been overlaps too. Tarrow, for example, has 
explored the links between ideological conflicts and the emergence of  
the student movement in 1968–69 in Italy and the explosion of  class 
politics, including the upsurge of  industrial unrest at the same period 
(Tarrow 1990). Meanwhile, Shore’s anthropological study of  Italian com-
munism has provided evidence of  the importance of  issues of  culture and 
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identity in a mass Left party that included intellectuals and white-collar 
workers as well as the more traditionally defined industrial working 
class (Shore 1990). The Italian Communist Party had women’s groups 
and youth groups, with its own bars, clubs and community festivals, the 
‘Festa dell’ Unita’, as well as the organizational forms and mobilizations 
more usually associated with the political Left. Although these features 
were, perhaps, particularly marked in the Italian Communist Party, this 
was by no means the only example of  Left political parties with their 
own emphases on working-class culture and identity, from the Fête de 
l’Humanité in France to miners’ galas in Britain. 

Previous chapters have already raised doubts about the extent to 
which new social movements could be described as inherently more 
committed to new ways of  working in terms of  organizational struc-
tures and procedures, whether in principle or in practice. The old social 
movements had been critiqued by the new social movement theorists for 
their bureaucratic organizational structures and their formal approaches 
to representative democracy – structures and approaches that led, it 
was argued, to Michels’s ‘Iron Law of  Oligarchy’ (Michels 1949). Power 
became increasingly concentrated in small professional cliques of  trade 
union bureaucrats or party hacks, principally preoccupied with preserv-
ing their own positions. Organizations, according to Michels, had inbuilt 
tendencies towards the development of  such ruling elites, cut off  from 
their rank and file. Formal organizational structures have been criticized 
more specifically too, for their inherent tendencies towards conservatism 
and deference, with excessive formal organization potentially leading 
to political co-optation, ‘such that movements lose their critical edge’ 
(Crossley 2002: 92).

In contrast, it was argued, effective challenges to the status quo would 
be mounted by the new social movements with their greater flexibility 
and enhanced ability to develop innovative tactics. As the previous 
chapter argued, however, there was no necessary connection between 
these claims and the realities in practice. Nor could new social move-
ment organizations necessarily be assumed to be more democratically 
accountable to their members. And whatever the inherent limitations 
of  formal organizations and representative structures, labour movement 
organizations’ accountability structures were at least relatively transpar-
ent – which was not automatically the case with new social movement 
organizations.

Summarizing these debates about the distinctions between the old 
and the new, Crossley has concluded that, in pointing to the similarities, 
he was not meaning to deny
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that there is a genuine difference between old and new movements, or 
indeed that they are not periodically prone to come into conflict with 
one another. It is important to appreciate that they overlap, however, 
and the extent to which the new movements grew out of  the old – albeit 
sometimes also out of  disgruntlement with the old movements and their 
own particular brand of  conservatism. (ibid.: 165)

Escobar and Alvarez have added reflections about the changing social 
realities within which social movements operate. Many of  the supposed 
differences vanish, when account is taken of  changes in consciousness 
and collective action more generally. To deny that there is anything new 
in today’s collective action would be to ‘negate the changing character 
of  the world and its history’ (Escobar and Alvarez 1992: 8). 

So what about the old?
Meanwhile, the old social movements, the labour and progressive 

movement and the peace movement, have long histories of  organizing 
across national boundaries, just as the women’s movement and anti-
slavery movements in the nineteenth century did. Chatfield, for example, 
has traced the history of  international mobilizations for peace from the 
nineteenth century, along with campaigns for women’s suffrage and 
mobilizations of  the labour movement, internationally. To a greater 
or lesser extent, these involved campaigning transnationally as well as 
nationally (Chatfield 1997). In their study, Activists Beyond Borders, Keck 
and Sikkink explore the histories of  transnational advocacy networks, 
including those addressing human rights, international issues, peace and 
development, women’s rights, ethnic minority and indigenous peoples’ 
rights and the environment (Keck and Sikkink 1998). This is not, of  
course, to suggest that there has been nothing new about global mobil-
izations in more recent decades, ‘negating the changing character of  the 
world and its history’, simply to set this in historical context.

Marx and Engels’s analysis of  the development of  capitalism saw this 
in relation to the growth of  the world market. As the Communist Manifesto 
concluded in 1848, to challenge this required that ‘working men of  all 
countries unite’ (Marx and Engels 1985: 121). The First International 
Working Men’s Association, set up in 1864, was clearly influenced by 
Marx’s ideas, although Marx himself  did not claim to have initiated this. 
This was the first of  a number of  attempts to develop an international 
approach to the movement, bringing together socialists and progressive 
trade unionists across national boundaries. 

Without attempting to go into any detail here, the points to note 
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are simply these. First, the importance of  organizing internationally was 
established from the second half  of  the nineteenth century and pursued 
through three attempts at building the International, up to and during 
the Second World War, and then again subsequently with the Fourth 
International. The second point of  relevance here is that right from 
the start there were differences of  view over organisational structures 
and styles. Broadly these differences have been summarized in terms 
of  flexible decentralization versus centralism, debates over which Marx 
himself, incidentally, was reported to be ambivalent (Drachkovitch 1966), 
and there were differences about the relative merits of  direct action 
strategies and the General Strike (favoured by the anarchists) versus 
strategies to capture political power (favoured by Marx and Engels).  The 
Second International (1889–1914), which broke up with differences over 
peace and internationalism in the context of  the outbreak of  the First 
World War, like the First (which fragmented and dissolved in 1876), was 
characterized by a similar diversity of  views. These included debates 
about strategies for reform or for revolution, more generally, the third 
point to note in this context. (The Fourth International was founded 
in opposition, on the initiative of  Trotsky, in 1938.) Without suggesting 
that there are direct parallels, there would seem to be some room for 
comparisons as well as for contrasts with more recent debates such as 
those reflected in the ‘fix it or nix it’  slogan from Seattle.  

The Third International, set up in 1919, following the 1917 Bolshevik 
Revolution, lasted until the Second World War, effectively dominated 
by the Soviet Communist Party. Its dissolution, in 1943, has been seen 
as a move by Stalin to placate his Western allies. This wartime alliance 
was, of  course, short-lived, and the post-war context was dominated 
by the Cold War – with major implications for the development of  
international solidarity. As Munck argued, ‘Following the Second World 
War, the development of  the international trade-union movement was 
dominated by the Cold War between the West and the “communist” 
East’ (Munck 2002: 140). This, he pointed out, was the period when 
‘trade-union imperialism’ took shape, with the British Trades Union 
Congress (TUC), for example, effectively acting as ‘the labour arm of  
the Foreign and Colonial Offices’ (ibid.: 141).

In summary, two rival international organizations emerged after the 
Second World War. The World Federation of  Trade Unions (WFTU) 
was founded in 1945, at a congress that represented some 67 million 
workers, from fifty-six national organizations from fifty-five countries 
and twenty international organizations – including the US Congress of  
Industrial Organizations (CIO). But it did not include its then rival, the 
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American Federation of  Labor (AFL), which held aloof. The WFTU was 
to be the ‘child of  unity’ committed to the need for ‘trade union unity on 
a world scale’ (Ganguli 2000: 2). This unity was not to survive for long, 
however. By 1949, the US CIO and the British TUC, had withdrawn from 
the WFTU to form the anti-communist international, the International 
Confederation of  Free Trade Unions (ICFTU). This set the scene for 
the divisions that persisted through the Cold War period. International 
mobilizations were correspondingly limited. Despite these divisions, 
however, Munck points to the ways in which there were, nevertheless, 
instances of  genuine international solidarity (including considerable 
solidarity against apartheid in South Africa).

More recently, though, the ICFTU has come to develop its under-
standing of  globalization as representing one of  the most significant 
challenges for the labour movement, if  not the most significant. With 
the fading of  Cold War rivalries, Thorpe, for example, has argued that 
the ICFTU was in a better position ‘to provide a progressive, identifi-
able trade union voice within the intergovernmental agencies, old and 
new, that preside over the New World Disorder’ (Thorpe 1999: 227). 
Ashwin made a similar case when she argued that, with the collapse of  
the former Soviet Union, debate within the international trade union 
community came to be refocused ‘on the common problems faced by 
all trade unions in responding to the challenges of  the global market. 
In effect,’ she continued, ‘the ICFTU was forced to find a new role 
now that the enemies against which it had defined itself  were either 
collapsing or clamouring for ICFTU affiliation’ (Ashwin 2000: 102). 
‘With its major affiliates all suffering from declining membership and 
revenue,’ she concluded, ‘the ICFTU has come under increasing pres-
sure to define a new role for the international trade union movement, 
and in particular to develop a trade union strategy in the face of  the 
global market’ (ibid.: 109). By 1992, she argued, the ICFTU was already 
beginning to shift. 

At its sixteenth world congress, in 1996, the ICFTU’s main position 
paper argued: ‘The position of  workers has changed as a result of  global-
isation of  the economy and changes in the organisation of  production’ 
(ICFTU 1997: 4, quoted in Munck 2002: 13). This, in Munck’s view, 
signalled a significant move. ‘Now the ICFTU – still bureaucratic, but 
with a new post-Cold War identity – could state quite categorically that 
“one of  the main purposes of  the international trade union movement 
is the international solidarity of  workers” ’ (ICFTU 1997: 51, quoted 
in ibid.). 

The irony of  this scarcely needs underlining. As Chapter 1 argued, 
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the end of  the Cold War was marked by a new triumphalism as US-
dominated capitalism was thought to have won out, signalling the end 
of  history, in terms of  any possibilities of  alternatives. Seven years on, 
the ICFTU was posing precisely such alternative possibilities in terms 
of  the need for ‘globalization from below’. Without overestimating 
the significance of  such attempts to develop an ‘anti-systemic alliance’ 
globally – or even to overestimate the durability of  the more local alli-
ance between labour and the environmentalists, encapsulated in the US 
slogan ‘Teamsters and Turtles’ – Munck concluded that globalization 
was opening new possibilities for transformative social movements – old 
as well as new (ibid.).

Globalization and the need for international solidarity – at the 
centre of labour movement concerns

As Chapter 1 pointed out, neoliberal capitalist globalization has been 
challenged not only for its impact on the world’s poorest peoples, but 
also for its impact upon organized labour. While the liberalization of  
finance has been the most pronounced of  the three aspects, trade and 
investment have also been liberalized, and this has been accompanied 
by increasing concentrations of  power and economic resources by trans-
national corporations and by global financial firms and funds (Khor 2001). 
Transnational corporations can and do shift their operations, depending 
on where these can be carried out most profitably, moving manufacturing 
jobs away from relatively high-wage contexts in the North, when they 
can find cheaper labour in the South. 

Meanwhile, as the better-paid and more organized jobs were disap-
pearing in the North, workers were becoming more vulnerable to the 
spread of  employment patterns more typical of  the South. Beck has 
described this process as follows. ‘The social structure in the heartlands 
of  the West’, he argued, ‘is thus coming to resemble the patchwork 
quilt of  the South, characterised by diversity, unclarity and insecurity 
in people’s work and life’ (Beck 2001: 1). While Munck cautions against 
over-emphasizing the novelty of  this situation – work having always 
been unstable rather than secure, for the majority of  the world’s work-
ers – the problems for the labour movement are real enough, in the 
North as well as the South. Pay and conditions are under pressure in 
the North (a situation variously described as the Third World coming 
to the First, or ‘Brazilianization’). 

This has been described as a global ‘race to the bottom’. As com-
panies are free to move without restraints, the real competition, it has 
been argued, is among people and communities for a declining pool 
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of  jobs, competing by offering the lowest wages, the poorest working 
conditions and the least environmental restraint. Korten has summarized 
this as follows.

What the corporate libertarians call ‘becoming more globally competi-
tive’ is more accurately described as a race to the bottom. With each 
passing day it becomes more difficult to obtain contracts from one of  the 
mega-retailers without hiring child labor, cheating workers on overtime 
pay, imposing merciless quotas, and operating unsafe facilities. If  one 
contractor does not do it, his or her prices will be higher than those of  
another who does. With hundreds of  millions of  people desperate for 
any kind of  jobs the global economy may offer, there will always be 
willing competitors. (Korten 1995: 229)

 ‘The global system,’ Korten continued, ‘is harmonizing standards across 
country after country – downwards towards the lowest common de-
moninator’ (ibid.: 237). Brecher, Castells and Smith put this in similar 
terms when they argued:

Globalization promotes a destructive competition in which workers, 
communities and entire countries are forced to cut labor, social and en-
vironmental costs to attract mobile capital. When many countries each 
do so, the result is a disastrous ‘race to the bottom’ [ … ] This race to the 
bottom brings with it the dubious blessings of  impoverishment, growing 
inequality, economic volatility, the degradation of  democracy, and the 
destruction of  the environment. (Brecher et al. 2000: 5–6) 

While workers, and those struggling to get into waged work, in the 
South, may be desperate for these jobs, racing to the bottom, as a 
strategy, has severe limitations for organized labour in the South, then, 
just as it does in the North – although that is not necessarily how the 
problem may be perceived by those concerned.

Globalization, then, brings increasing competition between work-
ers. Paradoxically, however, it is also potentially bringing them closer 
together. As Munck has pointed out, globalization for workers ‘means 
many things; not all of  it is positive, but it has created an objective com-
munity of  fate, in so far as workers’ futures in different parts of  the world 
are becoming more integrated’ (Munck 2002: 65). This opens up new 
opportunities as well as posing new challenges. Workers are generally 
less mobile than capital is – with the exception, perhaps, of  a small but 
rapidly growing segment of  professionals and scientists, as Castells has 
pointed out (Castells 1998) – with fewer resources for organizing across 
national boundaries and across cultural and language barriers. There are 
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genuine differences of  interests to be addressed, within and between 
regions as well as internationally – as differences between North and 
South over the ‘social clause’ debate have illustrated. In summary, the 
inclusion of  social clauses – such as a clause to proscribe child labour 
– in multilateral trade agreements has been an approach that has been 
supported by trade union organizations, including the ICFTU. This ap-
proach has, however, been criticized by those in the South who have 
feared that such clauses would simply be used/abused to protect jobs 
in the North, while potentially leading to even worse conditions in the 
South. Child labourers, for example, might be forced into alternative 
and even more damaging forms of  income generation such as prostitu-
tion. (This issue will be dealt with in Chapter 8, with special reference 
to education.) But despite all these differences and genuine difficulties, 
labour is not simply to be seen as the victim, it has been argued, pas-
sively suffering the negative effects of  globalization. On the contrary, the 
labour movement has been developing its own international agendas. 
‘The reality’, Munck concludes, ‘is that labour has been back centre 
stage since the mid-1990s at least’ (Munck 2002: 68). 

Losing members as the more organized jobs came under increasing 
threat, particularly in the anti-union climate of  the Thatcher/Reagan 
years in the 1980s, or the neoliberal context of  New Zealand, for ex-
ample, the trade union movement urgently needed to find new ways 
to organize, both locally and internationally. And that is precisely what 
they began to do. By the mid-1990s, in the USA, the AFL-CIO was 
beginning to embrace a new ‘organizing’ agenda, an agenda also being 
developed in a number of  other countries. 

This ‘organizing’ agenda has been characterized by an emphasis 
upon active recruitment strategies, with a particular focus on recruiting 
groups that had been harder to organize, women and black and Hispanic 
workers in casualized employment who were becoming proportionately 
more important as the more readily organized jobs disappeared. In Brit-
ain, for example, there have been a number of  campaigns to recruit 
casualized workers, such as the three-year campaign to organize hotel 
staff  at one of  London’s most exclusive hotels, the Dorchester, owned by 
the Dorchester Group, which is owned by the Sultan of  Brunei, one of  
the richest men in the world. The workforce included migrant workers 
from other countries, including Ghana, Italy, the Philippines, Somalia, 
Sri Lanka and the former Yugoslavia (Wills 2002). With a 40 per cent 
turnover of  staff  to add to the problems of  organizing such a potentially 
vulnerable workforce, this determined campaign illustrates many of  the 
challenges involved. 
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To meet these types of  challenges, the TUC in Britain has been 
pursuing an organizing agenda, setting up the Trade Union Academy 
in 1997. This has trained organizers, particularly young organizers, 
including women and young people from black and ethnic minority 
communities, to go out and recruit (based upon the principle that ‘like’ 
can be most effective in recruiting ‘like’). The issue of  racism was seen 
as particularly important to address, and the new unionism has also 
consciously built on initiatives such as anti-racist summer ‘Respect’ 
festivals to challenge racism within the movement as well as outside it 
in the wider society (Mayo 2000).

A novel feature, which has been particularly significant, it has been 
argued, has been ‘a major emphasis upon unions as organizers of  a social 
movement’ (Munck 2002: 100), promoting a new community unionism 
built on links with social movement networks. And this emphasis, in 
turn, has related to a new focus upon internationalism – at a time when 
trade union organizations, elsewhere, were coming to similar conclu-
sions and were similarly motivated to share experiences of  developing 
these new organizing agendas. As Waterman has pointed out, ‘From 
the “social movement unionism” of  Brazil, South Africa and the Philip-
pines to the “new Realism” of  Western Europe and elsewhere, labour 
has been seeking ways out of  the apparent impasse of  the old tactics, 
organizational modes and even objectives’ (Waterman 1999: 13). A new 
social union model was needed for a new world order. 

Without suggesting that these new approaches were likely to be 
unproblematic, Hyman, for example, has argued that these were par-
ticularly relevant in the context of  strategies to reach the least readily 
organizable sections of  the labour force. Where trade union membership 
was unstable and traditional resources unreliable, there was considerable 
pressure to ‘embrace at least some elements of  the social movement 
model’ (Hyman 1999: 130). This applied in the North as well as in 
the South, with the growth of  ‘flexible’ ways of  working, part-time, 
casualized and often geographically dispersed forms of  employment, 
including homeworking. New York’s garment district, for example, 
has been quoted as an example of  the ‘Third World in the First’, with 
sweated, overwhelmingly female labour at the machines, representing a 
range of  ethnic minorities. As many of  them spoke little or no English, 
they were correspondingly even less likely to be in a position to claim 
whatever limited rights they may have had, in the workplace, in principle 
(Wichterich 2000). 

There have been particular issues here for women, as has already 
been suggested, and women have been organizing in response. Chapter 7 
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explores these mobilizations in more detail. Women have been described 
as representing a ‘comparative advantage’ for employers, enabling them 
to increase their profits because they can get away with paying them 
comparatively less, and offering even less favourable working conditions 
(ibid.: 1). Globalization has been associated, then, with the feminization 
of  employment and with the growth of  flexible labour more generally. 

The reality would seem more complex, however. Women have in-
deed been affected in particular ways, but the gender division of  labour 
takes varied forms in different cultures. Men have also been affected 
by flexibilization, and women have been losing jobs faster than men 
in some contexts. 

Whatever the context, however, whether they are gaining some types 
of  jobs or losing others faster than men, women are disproportionately 
likely to be particularly vulnerable to exploitation in the workplace. 
This is the result of  the burdens that women are so typically expected 
to bear. Their experiences in the world of  work are often inextricably 
bound up with their experiences in their families and their communities. 
In developing challenges to the impact of  globalization, as a result, 
women have been in the forefront of  strategies to build links between 
the workplace on the one hand and community networks and social 
movement organizations on the other. 

The Indian Self  Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) provides 
a well-known example of  these interconnections. SEWA’s history goes 
back to women’s mobilizations around their problems as workers in the 
informal sector, in the wider context of  their struggles in challenging 
the dominant power structures of  caste and patriarchy (Abbott 1997). 
SEWA was set up in 1972, combining the functions of  a trade union 
for self-employed women and women in the informal sector with those 
of  a bank and co-operatives. The co-operatives complement the trade 
union functions, strengthening the bargaining position of  the workers 
by offering alternatives sources of  livelihood – vitally important given 
the vulnerability of  women in the informal sector, liable as they are to 
victimization if  they demand that employers pay the minimum wage 
(Hensman 2000). SEWA has been described as ‘a very diverse and broad-
based organization, and this has been its strength’ (ibid.: 254). ‘In par-
ticular’, it has been argued, ‘the combination of  union and co-operatives 
has given it a great deal of  flexibility, enabling it to offer credit, union 
organization or income generation to its members as the need arises’ 
(ibid.: 254) and strengthening their bargaining power accordingly. In 
addition, by developing service co-operatives, providing functions such 
as childcare, usually performed by women as housewives and mothers, 
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SEWA has offered ‘a low-cost service which helps to reduce their double 
burden’ (ibid.). This demonstrates ways of  addressing the links between 
the workplace, the home and the community. SEWA has also taken on 
issues that affect the members’ abilities to earn a living more generally, 
issues such as obtaining licences for women street traders (which were 
being denied because of  their illiteracy and difficulties in taking on the 
highly bureaucratic structures that controlled the issue of  these licences) 
(Abbott 1997). And SEWA has also played leading roles in campaigning 
on wider gender issues ‘such as those of  dowries, domestic violence, 
male alcoholism and sex-discrimination tests which encourage female 
foeticide’ (ibid.: 204). Following a memorable study visit, Abbott con-
cluded: ‘This process of  collective defiance and organisation thus leads to 
individual empowerment and the poor feel that they can achieve almost 
anything’ (ibid.). There was, she concluded, ‘a new type of  women’s 
movement emerging in India. These organisations have allowed the 
poor and the invisible to gain international recognition and power to 
defy and change existing structures. Their success is so unexpected that 
it is little wonder that development agencies are desperate to replicate 
these models elsewhere’ (ibid.: 208). The women’s earnings, however, 
sadly remain very low, competing as they do with sweated labour in the 
informal economy more generally. However valuable in themselves, such 
initiatives do also illustrate the importance of  wider campaigning. 

This brings us back to the significance of  the links between social 
movement unionism and internationalism, more generally. However 
modest its achievements so far, in the international arena, the ICFTU 
has at least some potential, it has been argued, ‘to attain a new prom-
inence in world politics’ (Ashwin 2000: 111). While recognizing its 
limitations, the difficulties of  enforcing international agreements on 
labour standards and the potential for divisions between trade unions 
in the developed and developing worlds, Ashwin nevertheless pointed 
to the prospect that the ‘participation of  the trade unions in a process 
of  global rule making’ could ‘make a real difference’ (ibid.: 112). Most 
importantly, she argued, the organizing agenda and the developing alli-
ances with NGO campaigns on issues such as child labour could open 
up new possibilities. So, eventually, might the development of  inter-
national trade union groupings, such as the International Federation 
of  Chemical, Energy, Mine and General Workers’ Unions (ICEM) and 
the International Union of  Food and Allied Workers and Agricultural 
Workers (IUF) (Thorpe 1999). As Wills has concluded, drawing upon 
experiences of  social movement organizing, taking on international 
as well as local interests, trade unions ‘need to extend beyond the 
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workplace to develop multi-scalar networks, reaching from the local to 
the global arena’ (Wills 2002: 6). The potential importance of  widen-
ing networks emerges in the following case study, in the context of  
unionism’s potential for change more generally. 

Union revitalization in the American labour movement: a case 
study from California

Until recently, the authors of  this case study of  revitalization among 
trade unions argued, ‘the American labor movement seemed moribund, 
as unions represented ever-smaller proportions of  the workforce and 
their political influence dwindled’ (Voss and Sherman 2000: 303). Some 
unions have started to change, however, organizing new members using 
a variety of  tactics, including massive street demonstrations and other 
forms of  direct action. ‘These organizing and contract struggles look 
very different from the routinized contests that have typified labor’s 
approach since the 1950s,’ the authors argued (ibid.: 304). 

Voss and Sherman set out to investigate these apparently unlikely 
changes in the trade union movement, characterized, as it was, by for-
mal bureaucratic organizational structures and entrenched leadership 
that seemed to typify Michels’s Iron Law of  Oligarchy. As Michels had 
asserted, such organizations tended to be characterized by increasing 
numbers of  professional staff, over time, and a growing distance between 
staff  and members, allowing leaders to ‘mold the organization in their 
interests rather than in those of  the members’. In such a context, goals 
and tactics became ‘transformed in a conservative direction as leaders 
become concerned above all with organizational survival’ (ibid.: 305). 

How then, they asked, had some trade union organizations been able 
‘to break out of  this bureaucratic conservatism’ (ibid.: 304)? Through 
in-depth interviews with union organizers and staff, as well as via 
secondary data on particular campaigns and tactics, the researchers 
set out to explore the factors that enabled some unions to make these 
organizational breaks – and to analyse the reasons why some achieved 
these changes more successfully than others. The literature on organ-
izational structures in social movements had tended to focus upon the 
dangers of  bureaucratization – with very little evidence on the issues 
that preoccupied the researchers, the question of  how these processes 
might be reversed.

The context, the underlying structural features, were key, in their 
view. More aggressive tactics from employers – in the face of  increasing 
global competition – were resulting in job losses, and most particularly 
to the loss of  unionized jobs. Trade unions’ share of  the workforce in 



                             |   

the USA dropped from 37 per cent just after the Second World War to 
less than 14 per cent at the time of  writing, with only 9.5 per cent in the 
private sector. Unions needed to fight back. The revitalized ‘repertoire’ 
of  tactics included targeting particular industries and workplaces, staging 
direct actions, pressurizing public officials to influence local employers 
and allying with community and faith-based groups, taking up issues of  
fairness in addition to more specific material issues in the workplace. 

The researchers quoted studies to document the success of  such 
tactics, particularly when used together. Unions that innovate in general, 
they argued, ‘and in terms of  organizing in particular are more success-
ful in recruiting members – including formerly excluded minority and 
gender groups – than unions that do not’ (ibid.: 312–13). Conversely, 
studies have demonstrated that only one-third of  the loss of  trade union 
membership in the USA could be attributed to structural changes in 
employment, the remaining two-thirds being ‘a result of  the labor move-
ment’s inability to deal effectively with an anti-union climate’ (Savage 
1998: 227). The above-mentioned recruiting tactics, in turn, have required 
significant organizational changes. The new organizing campaigns have 
required resources and to find resources for organizers has involved 
shifting resources away from more traditional preoccupations, servicing 
existing members. Innovating unions have therefore looked to find new 
ways of  supporting members, including training members to solve more 
of  their own problems on the shopfloor. These types of  shifts, the re-
searchers argued, ‘fly in the face of  conventional theorizing about social 
movements, which indicates that once institutionalized, movements 
remain conservative’ (Voss and Sherman 2000: 313).

Focusing upon union revitalization, Voss and Sherman were con-
cerned to analyse the reasons why some unions were achieving this 
far more effectively than others – and not only in principle, but also in 
practice. They focused upon fourteen Californian ‘locals’, union organ-
izations mostly affiliated with three ‘internationals’, Service Employees 
International Union (SEIU), Hotel and Restaurant Employees (HERE) 
and United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW). They compared 
unions’ performances, both in terms of  their formal commitment and 
in terms of  their overall programmes, their organizational changes and 
uses of  resources, and their tactical repertoires. Taking account of  these 
factors, they identified five of  the fourteen union organizations as fully 
revitalized and nine as partially revitalized. How could these differences 
be explained?

Structural factors such as the degree of  membership loss that the 
organizations had suffered, however important, did not, by themselves, 
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explain the differences. Nor did the degree of  employer opposition. The 
researchers concluded that explanations that ‘economic crisis (which 
arises from membership decline) or countermobilization lead to in-
novation fail to explain the differences among these locals’ (ibid.: 320). 
The other key factors they identified as also needing to be taken into 
account were as follows. 

First, revitalized unions had succeeded in changing the culture of  
the union, where strong leadership had been prepared to challenge 
resistance to change from members, and from staff. This involved con-
vincing staff  of  the value of  working in different ways, and addressing 
their concerns about losing control. As one informant recognized, if  
sharp young organizers were brought in, existing officers might well 
start to feel ‘nervous that they’re going to lose their jobs’ (ibid.: 322). 
Support and training were required here to persuade existing officers 
that change was both necessary and, ultimately at least, in everyone’s 
interests, including their own. 

The role of  leadership was key in promoting these changes in union 
culture. In some cases, there were changes of  leadership, following par-
ticular crises (such as strike defeats), which enabled a new slate of  elected 
leaders to come forward. The key factor, though, was not simply that 
there were leadership changes. The type of  leadership also mattered 
significantly, whether these were ‘people who have a vision and who 
are willing to take political risks’, as one commentator expressed this 
(ibid.: 328). These ‘leaders with vision’ were, it emerged, thought to be 
particularly likely to be people ‘steeped in the struggles of  the sixties, 
you know, in terms of  civil rights, the women’s movement, probably the 
war in Vietnam, the fight against racism, all that stuff ’ (ibid.: 329). 

Others referred to the importance of  having a wider vision more 
generally. One commentator referred, for example, to the importance 
of  having a ‘world view of  poverty and power’ (ibid.). These organizers, 
the researchers concluded, were ‘less caught up in traditional models 
of  unionism and were familiar with alternative models of  mobilization’ 
(ibid.). They quoted comments about the lessons to be learned from 
community organizing, both in terms of  tactics and in terms of  political 
analysis. They include, for example, the following comments – although 
referring to earlier corporate campaigns in the 1970s and 1980s. 

‘I can’t minimize the influence of  the Vietnam War’ not only in terms 
of  tactics but also in terms of  political understanding. ‘The teach-ins 
(about the war) weren’t just to tell about the atrocities being committed, 
but to explain the economics behind the war’ and the ways in which 
corporations were making ‘a huge amount of  money off  the war’ (ibid.). 
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In sum, the researchers concluded, ‘activists with experience outside 
the labor movement brought broad visions, knowledge of  alternative 
organizational models, and practice in disruptive practice’ (ibid.: 333). 

The significance of  having such a vision has emerged from other 
studies, too. Fletcher and Hurd, for example, concluded that transform-
ing unions required a vision ‘that offers a clear alternative to business 
unionism, a vision that can touch a large segment of  members and be 
relevant to everyday life. Consistent with the experience of  the organizing 
locals, this vision should encompass principles such as empowerment, 
social justice, and equitable distribution of  wealth’ (Fletcher and Hurd 
1998: 33).

When such a vision was combined with support from the relevant 
international union, revitalization was even more likely. International 
union leadership was crucial, the researchers argued, in leading to full 
revitalization. Pressure for change was coming from the top as well 
as from the bottom. These factors all interacted with each other, in 
a climate in which the organizing agenda was beginning to become 
the norm. And these cultural shifts in the labour movements were, in 
turn, encouraging a new generation of  young activists to get involved. 
As one informant reflected, ‘I think the labor movement is becoming a 
little more dynamic, so young, progressive activists think that’s a cooler 
thing to do than maybe was true at another time’ (Voss and Sherman 
2000: 340). 

The researchers concluded with some reflections about entrenched 
organizational cultures and how these could be shifted. It was commonly 
believed, they suggested, ‘that only democratic movements from below 
can vanquish bureaucratic rigidity. Our research challenges this view, 
for in the locals we studied, this was not the means by which change 
happened’ (ibid.: 343). Pressures from below were not automatically 
democratic. And in the labour movement, ‘rather than democracy paving 
the way for the end of  bureaucratic conservatism, the breakdown of  
bureaucratic conservatism paves the way for greater democracy and par-
ticipation, largely through the participatory education being advocated 
by the new leaders’ (ibid.: 344). 

Old and/or new? Alternatives or allies?
The Californian study has relevance for a number of  the debates 

identified at the beginning of  this chapter. The revitalized unions demon-
strated ways in which social movement unionism might be developed, 
overcoming bureaucratic conservatism. Old social movements were re-
discovering their radical roots, drawing on the knowledge and skills that 
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key leaders had acquired, in other contexts, contexts that had included 
the civil rights movement and campaigning against the Vietnam War. 
To pose the ‘new’ versus the ‘old’ would be to set up false dichotomies, 
missing key points about the ways in which these interactions had been 
taking place. Concluding on the lessons of  joint community and union 
campaigning to organize low-wage workers, Needleman suggested that 
community-based organizations need to be patient about these processes. 
But Needleman did recognize that although building alliances takes time, 
there was real potential for developing joint action because: ‘The AFL-
CIO and many union affiliates have begun a process that is altering the 
faces and methods of  unionism, enabling them to work more effectively 
and democratically at the grass roots’ (Needleman 1998: 86).

Nor could the view that bureaucratic rigidity could be shifted only 
by democratic movements from below be sustained. On the contrary, 
in fact, the Californian study demonstrated that the reality was more 
complex. Movements ‘from the bottom up’ were not necessarily more 
democratic, and pressures for change could also be effective when 
coming from the top, opening up opportunities for strengthening demo-
cracy and participation. Support from the top could, indeed, prove vital, 
enabling resources to be redistributed to support the organizing agenda. 
As Walldanger et al. commented in relation to the Justice for Janitors 
campaign in Los Angeles: ‘JfJ ( Justice for Janitors) is widely seen as 
a bottom-up campaign. That it is, but it also has a crucial top-down 
component’ including resources, which were being redistributed top-
down from organized to unorganized labour (Walldanger et al. 1998: 
112). Justice for Janitors operated at the level of  a national campaign, 
as well as working flexibly, taking account of  very local conditions, 
building upon previous trade union members’ experiences as well as 
working with local community organizations, combining workplace 
issues with broader concerns for ‘social justice in our community, for 
these workers’ (Savage 1998: 242). Far from seeing trade unionists as 
being outside communities, it was argued, ‘They are us and we are 
them’ (ibid.). Rather than simply contrasting the ‘old’ with the ‘new’, 
organizational change needed to be understood in terms of  interactive 
processes, involving cultural transformations as well as structural re-
organizations, or leadership shifts.

The role of  different types of  leadership emerged as crucially impor-
tant, more generally. However significant the structural factors, these 
alone could not explain the differences between the extent to which 
particular trade unions had revitalized themselves. The role of  human 
agency also needed to be taken into account, including the extent to 
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which these leaders’ knowledge and tactical skills and wider understand-
ing were rooted in an internationalist vision. This final point relates 
back to the previous chapter’s discussion of  Bourdieu’s approach to the 
analysis of  human agency and socio-economic structures, and the ways 
in which these inter-relate. There are links with the following chapter, 
too, in relation to debates about teaching as well as experiential learning 
through participation in social movements.



5  |  Empowerment, accountability and 
participation: challenges for local and global 
movements

This chapter sets out to provide a bridge between the previous chapters 
and the case studies that follow. The aim is to summarize the key issues 
that have emerged so far, setting out the implications for the opportun-
ities and the challenges that global networks and social movements face. 
In addition to the debates that have already been explored in previous 
chapters, this chapter includes differing perspectives from the fields of  
community development and community education. Together, these 
differing approaches highlight strategies for addressing the dilemmas that 
face global social movements aiming to build broad and democratically 
accountable alliances that are also effective in working towards social 
transformation. 

The first part of  this chapter summarizes the varying ways in which 
the opportunities and challenges for global social movements have been 
conceptualized, depending upon the differing theoretical perspective 
adopted. Globalization, it has been argued, can be seen as opening up 
new opportunities for achieving more equitable and more sustainable 
development, based on alliances of  professionals and policy-makers, 
working with international NGOs, trade union and community-based 
organizations, using new information technologies to promote more 
effective democratic participation and empowerment. Alternatively, 
it has been argued, participatory approaches to development can be 
manipulated by the powerful, to bypass or ‘override existing legitimate 
decision-making processes’ and/or to ‘reinforce the interests of  the al-
ready powerful’ (Cooke and Kothari 2001: 5–6). And even where these 
approaches do open up new spaces, it has been argued, these new spaces 
may be incorporated, if  social movement organizations become increas-
ingly bureaucratized, decreasingly disruptive and ultimately decreasingly 
threatening – ‘protest businesses’, with power increasingly centralized 
among professional organizers. 

How, then, can global social movements take up these opportun-
ities for reform, in the current policy context, meeting their supporters’ 
demands for immediate gains without losing sight of  their longer-term 
aspirations for wider social transformation? How can they be effective 
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campaigning organizations – maintaining a mutually acceptable balance 
between ends and means, outcomes and processes? And how can they 
benefit from much-needed professional expertise – without becoming 
dominated by professional organizers, ambitious to pursue their own 
careers in the international NGO sector? How can they succeed in balan-
cing the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ roles, without being incorporated? And 
how can they build broad and sustainable alliances around common 
interests without losing focus, and without ending up with the lowest 
common denominator for their programmes? Most importantly, how 
can they combine organizational effectiveness with genuinely democratic 
forms of  representation and accountability? And how can they avoid 
becoming an ossifying clique, by implementing strategies to recruit and 
actively involve newcomers, including young people, in live organiza-
tions, which are continually developing and renewing themselves? 

These are dilemmas that have faced community and trade union 
organizations and social movements more generally, over the years. 
At the global level, given the scale of  operations and the diversity of  
interests and organizations involved, it will be argued, these pose even 
more problematic challenges. Without in any way suggesting simple 
answers, the second part of  this chapter explores debates about ways 
of  addressing some of  these challenges, based on experiences in com-
munity development and community education. 

Opportunities and challenges for global social movements
The Communist Manifesto pointed to the world that was to be won. 

As Chapter 1 argued, however, there have been widely differing perspec-
tives on what precisely needed to be won, by whom and for whom, in 
the context of  globalization. As Epstein summarized these differences 
in relation to Seattle, the coalition that opposed the WTO was held 
together by ‘a common perception of  the global corporations as the 
main threat to environmental standards, labor and human rights, and 
to democracy generally’ (Epstein 2002: 54). Beyond this, however, there 
were differences of  view about whether the WTO should be abolished 
or whether it could be reformed. This debate stood as a metaphor, she 
argued, for wider arguments about the global capitalist system, more 
generally, a system ‘that the radicals want to dismantle and which others 
hope can be brought in line with democracy’ (ibid.). 

This debate about short-term reforms versus longer-term social 
transformation emerges as a continuing theme, both in global social 
movements and in social movements more generally. As Chapter 1 also 
pointed out, however, the Communist Manifesto argued against posing one 
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against the other in this way, suggesting that communists needed to do 
both. Communists, Marx and Engels argued, fight for the ‘attainment of  
the immediate aims, for the momentary interests of  the working class; 
but in the movement of  the present, they also represent and take care 
of  the future of  that movement’ (Marx and Engels 1985: 119). Given the 
degrees of  diversity among anti-globalization movements, this might be 
easier said than done, taking account of  the different perspectives and 
objectives, let alone the tactical preferences of  social democrats, leftists, 
populists and environmentalists of  every shade of  red and green. This 
diversity has been hailed as a sign of  strength and vitality rather than 
a sign of  weakness or lack of  focus (Klein 2002). But that does not 
make it any less inherently challenging, in terms of  building alliances 
to campaign for short-term reforms as well as for longer-term social 
transformation.

One of  Chapter 1’s conclusions was to emphasize the need for more 
rather than less vigorous debates over these differing ideas. As Aronowitz 
suggested, resistance may not be enough to persuade more than ‘an 
elite of  semiprofessional organizers to stay the course of  opposition’ 
(Aronowitz 2002: 20). The problem, in his view, was ‘to think and debate 
the alternatives, to experiment with reform even if  it yields very little 
or nothing, and to craft a new politics of  internationalism that takes 
into account the still potent force of  national states and their identities’ 
with the hardest work being the thinking (ibid.: 200). But without such 
theoretical work, rooted in clear understandings of  the differing theoret-
ical perspectives and the underlying interests of  the various organizations 
and groupings involved, he suggested, anti-globalization movements lack 
the basis for building effective alliances. 

There has to be clarity about shared aims and objectives and the 
boundaries to these common interests, the issues that divide the in-
dividuals, groups and organizations involved within anti-globalization 
movements. As Chapter 1 also pointed out, for example, trade unionists 
may join together with small businesses to oppose the negative effects of  
trade liberalization, but they are less likely to be able to work together 
on trade union rights, for example. Similarly, politicians of  the far Right 
may join anti-global campaigners in resistance to the increasing powers 
of  multinational corporations. But ‘whoever starts working with the 
right automatically drops migrants, women and gays as potential allies’, 
it has been argued, ‘for they are always under attack from the right’ 
(Krebbers and Schoenmaker 2002: 212). The importance of  engaging 
in theoretical work, including self-educational work, to develop these 
debates within anti-globalization movements emerges, subsequently, 
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in the context of  the discussions on community-based education and 
popular education more generally.

Meanwhile, Chapter 2 also raised issues around democracy, not only 
as a goal but as a potential challenge, too, within anti-capitalist global-
ization movements themselves. Democratization has been placed on 
the agenda, globally as well as locally, with potentially enhanced scope 
for citizen involvement and community participation, internationally. 
Democratization has also emerged as an inherently problematic pro-
cess, however. Whatever the limitations of  representative forms, direct 
– including participatory – forms of  democracy also emerged as inher-
ently problematic. Despite inspiring examples of  direct democracy in 
practice, there are examples, too, where such initiatives have been more 
contentious. Those with the greatest initial advantages, including the 
greatest advantages in terms of  income, social class, race/ethnicity and 
education, may well turn out to be the most effective participants (Hirst 
1990). And programmes to promote democratization via community 
participation, capacity-building and empowerment may have the effect 
of  reinforcing these patterns (Berry et al. 1993; Anastacio et al 2000). 
Those individuals and groups with the least social capital, initially, tend 
to be those who benefit least from such programmes, while those with 
the most social capital, initially, may be best placed to increase this still 
further. Through community participation, particular representatives 
can become transformed, turned into ‘community stars’, the accept-
able faces of  the NGO/community sectors (not that this is necessarily 
a particularly comfortable role, in practice). Community stars tend to 
experience competing pressures from all sides, ‘seen by other parts of  
the community as part of  the problem rather than as part of  this solu-
tion’, as participants described these processes in the context of  urban 
regeneration in Britain (Anastacio et al. 2000: 24). 

There would seem to be two major implications, here, for global 
social movements. First, the case for increasing democratization through 
direct and/or participatory forms and/or enhanced roles for civil society 
more generally needs to be set within the context of  strategies to tackle 
structural inequalities, promoting economic and social rights as well 
as political rights. Otherwise political spaces tend to be dominated by 
those with most power, economically and socially. 

In addition, global social movements, like social movement organiza-
tions more generally, need to address issues of  democratic representation 
and accountability within their own structures as well as beyond them, 
in the wider society. While emphasizing the significance of  the contribu-
tions of  the anarchists to grass-roots organizing, based on libertarian 
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socialist approaches to democracy, Klein has commented, in contrast, 
on the fact that many of  the key NGOs involved in anti-globalization 
campaigns, ‘though they may share the anarchists’ ideas about demo-
cracy in theory, are themselves organized as traditional hierarchies. 
They are run by charismatic leaders and executive boards, while their 
members send them money and cheer from the sidelines’ (Klein 2002: 
272). These issues around democratic representation and accountabil-
ity run through anti-globalization movements more generally, within 
and between organizations and groupings, from South to North (and 
perhaps more typically from Northern spokespeople to their Southern 
supporters). As the experiences of  the new community-based trade union 
organizing in the USA illustrated, in Chapter 4, however, organizations 
and movements can find ways of  renewing themselves, reversing even 
long-standing tendencies towards bureaucratization and elitism.

Chapter 3 provided illustrations of  some of  these dilemmas, in 
practice, as social movement organizations grappled with the tensions 
between managing effective organizations, devising high-profile ‘surprise’ 
tactics and delivering immediate gains for their supporters, while keeping 
them actively engaged, mobilizing for more transformational goals for 
the longer term. Social movement organizations were attempting to 
manage the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ roles, making an impact via lobbying 
at international policy levels while retaining their independence, avoid-
ing becoming protest businesses while operating within and between 
competing pressures from the market as well as from the state, globally 
as well as locally. 

The discussion of  social movement theorists in Chapter 3 identified 
themes of  particular relevance here. First, as Della Porta and Diani 
pointed out, the ‘shared beliefs’, which constitute one of  the defining 
characteristics of  social movements, are not fixed in time (Della Porta 
and Diani 1999). On the contrary, in fact, there are two-way processes at 
work, as individuals and groups join on the basis of  shared beliefs – which 
can then be strengthened through shared activities, and through shared 
reflections on these experiences. While demonstrations may raise public 
awareness of  particular issues, for example, they may have just as much, 
if  not more, impact in terms of  promoting solidarity among their own 
participants. As Chapter 3 also pointed out, however, participants may 
draw widely differing conclusions from the same experiences, becoming 
inspired to further commitment, or increasingly demoralized in the face 
of  apparently insuperable resistance. Experiential learning needs the 
backing of  critical theoretical analysis, if  social movements are to build 
solidarity and commitment to shared goals for social transformation.



                           |   

Second, debates on ‘resource mobilization’ provide insights into ways 
of  developing strategies for collective action, maximizing opportunities 
to organize and making the most effective use of  external resources such 
as the time, the money and the access to specialist expertise that liberal 
Left elites may be prepared to inject into ‘good causes’ (Crossley 2002: 
82). Conversely, these debates have also highlighted the risks inherent in 
becoming effectively ‘patronised from above’, and the potential that elite 
sponsorship ‘may also divide social movements, defining their acceptable 
and non-acceptable faces, the former to be supported, the latter to be 
marginalised and if  possible discredited’ (Piven and Cloward 1992). 

External resources are not the only sources of  support, however. As 
McAdam and others have emphasized, social movements need to build 
upon their own resources, too, including the resources of  their own 
networks and organizational experiences (McAdam 1988). The relevance 
of  this has already emerged in the context of  trade union and com-
munity organizers building upon previous experiences of  organizing in 
the USA against the Vietnam War. Organizational skills can be passed 
on from one cycle of  protest to another and networks can be revived, 
when movements re-emerge, after periods of  relative quiescence. 

These key organizational skills have included the ability to ‘frame’ 
effectively, to define issues and pose demands in ways that focus atten-
tion and maximize support. ‘Framing’ featured in the ‘political process’ 
approach discussed in Chapter 3, along with the discussion of  ‘repertoires 
of  contention’, the ability to develop effective tactics, including the ability 
to innovate and to surprise the opposition, to embarrass the powerful 
through the use of  humour as well as pressurizing them through more 
conventional campaigning.

‘Students Against Sweatshops’: a case in point
‘Students Against Sweatshops’ illustrates these organizational issues 

in practice, mobilizing resources, building on networks and maximizing 
contextual opportunities more generally. ‘United Students Against Sweat-
shops’ (USAS) was founded in 1998, based on a network of  campus 
anti-sweatshop groups. USAS developed out of  campaigns in the USA 
and elsewhere, in the early 1990s, focusing on the appalling labour 
conditions of  workers in the clothing industry, both in the USA itself  
and in the South. The campaign started to gain momentum through 
developing links with the trade unions, via the AFL-CIO’s provision 
of  summer jobs for college students in 1996 (as part of  the AFL-CIO’s 
organizing agenda). This provided the background opportunities and 
resources for mobilization.
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The campaign really began to take off  as ‘some students began to 
research and challenge their universities’ connections to apparel com-
panies’ (Featherstone 2002: 11). Until then, the issue had been discussed 
in terms of  humanitarian concern. As a US high school activist had 
reflected in 1998, young Americans empathized ‘because these workers 
are our age. If  they lived here (in the US), they’d be in school’ (Krasner, 
quoted in ibid.: 9). 

Through connections with the trade unions, students came to see 
that the issue was also closer to home by far. Providing college ‘apparel’ 
(e.g. college sweatshirts and trainers) was a $2.5 billion dollar industry, 
an industry in which key players included major multinationals such 
as Nike and Reebok. The college students working in the trade unions 
began to research their own colleges and found that ‘administrations 
were doing next to nothing to ensure that clothing bearing their logos 
was made under half-decent conditions’ (ibid.: 11). In this way, then, 
the issue was ‘framed’, defined in terms that gave it immediacy and 
focus, generating demands that could be pursued with particular college 
administrations.

The students deployed a number of  well-tested tactics. In 2000, for 
example, there was a sit-in, with students occupying the university presi-
dent’s office, accompanied by ‘folk-singing, acoustic guitar, recorders, 
tambourines and ringing cellphones as well as a flurry of  international 
news coverage’ (ibid.: 20), which persuaded the university to shift its 
position. This was followed by sit-ins in other universities. 

In addition, a number of  more novel tactics were developed. For 
example, the University of  California’s anti-sweatshop group held a 
nude-optional party titled ‘I’d Rather Go Naked Than Wear Sweatshop 
Clothes’. In similar vein, twelve Syracuse students biked across campus, 
100 per cent garment-free. Through such tactics, students gained maxi-
mum publicity for the campaign, focusing upon the university itself  as a 
corporate actor in the global economy. This led to a series of  teach-ins 
to educate students about the underlying issues, showing how WTO 
policies were affecting higher education. ‘USAS activists – and the wider 
student movement they have so galvanized,’ concluded Featherstone, 
‘are teaching themselves and their fellow students to question facts of  
social and economic life that they have been taught to take for granted 
all their lives’ (ibid.: 33). 

Like other movements, USAS has also had to address a number of  
issues associated with social movement organization. Questions have 
been raised, for example, about whose voices are most effectively rep-
resented. Some students of  colour recognized the ways in which black 
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and ethnic minority groups were particularly vulnerable to sweatshop 
labour practices, but questioned the extent to which they were being 
represented in the campaign. White students, it was argued, were likely 
to receive more media coverage and anti-sweatshop organizing has been 
described as cliquish, with a close-knit, white hippie activist culture that 
‘is not welcoming to people of  color’ (ibid.: 64). 

Like other movements, USAS has debated issues of  structure and 
internal democracy more generally: how to campaign effectively, in-
ternationally, linking with workers in the South, without becoming so 
tightly organized that they might be compared with the hierarchically 
structured corporations against which  they were campaigning. As one 
student summarized these debates: ‘What is a leader? How should we 
be treating each other? If  we don’t ask those questions,’ she continued, 
‘we create organizations that no one wants to be part of ’ (ibid.: 57). 

Drawing from community development and community 
education debates

The concept of  ‘community’ has been contested, just as the concepts 
of  ‘development’ and ‘globalization’ have been (Crow and Allen 1994). 
As Stacey, the British sociologist, commented some thirty years ago, ‘It is 
doubtful whether the concept “community” refers to a useful abstraction’ 
(Stacey 1969: 134); the word bears so many meanings, depending upon 
users’ perspectives, as to render it effectively meaningless, in her view. Far 
from discouraging further usage, however, this conceptual ambiguity has, 
if  anything, increased, as the NGO and community sectors have acquired 
enhanced roles, in more recent years. Unsurprisingly then, ‘community 
development’ and ‘community education’ have been conceptualized and 
practised in widely differing ways too (Mayo 1994; Mayo 1997). Rather 
than attempting to explore these varying perspectives and approaches 
in detail, in the limited space available, this chapter concludes by sum-
marizing those aspects with particular relevance for global social move-
ments. There are parallels with the preceding discussion of  immediate 
objectives and longer-term aims, and there are potential implications for 
the development of  organizational strategies and tactics. 

Community development has been defined as being about ‘the 
involvement of  people in the issues which affect their lives’, offering 
a method through which people can ‘develop their knowledge, skills 
and motivation, identify the common threads of  problems which they 
experience in their lives, and work collectively to tackle these prob-
lems’ (AMA 1989: 9). This involvement can take place in communities 
based on shared neighbourhoods or in communities based on shared 
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identities or interests. Community development is seen as a collective 
process, based on the importance of  people acting together ‘to influence 
or assert control over social, economic and political issues that affect 
them’ with an emphasis upon confronting attitudes and the practices of  
institutions which discriminate against disadvantaged groups (ibid.: 10). 
Without suggesting that this is the most generally agreed definition, it 
has characterized the pattern of  a number of  subsequent approaches. 
The UK Standing Conference for Community Development, for example, 
produced a working statement on community development that included 
each of  the above elements, emphasizing that this is about enabling 
people to act together more effectively ‘to influence the social, economic, 
political and environmental issues which affect them’ (SCCD 1992).

At this level of  generality, community development could be, and 
has been, supported and promoted from a wide range of  perspectives, 
associated with the centre as well as with the Left of  the political spec-
trum. ‘It is radical’, it has been argued, ‘to the extent that, in calling 
for greater citizen participation, it creates new groupings and patterns 
of  decision-makers’, but it can also be seen as conservative, by keeping 
issues defined, in local terms, within broadly existing social arrangements 
(Cary 1970: 5). Self-help can, of  course, be promoted via community 
development, too, attempting to bridge the widening gap between com-
munities’ needs and the resources available to meet them (in the context 
of  public expenditure cuts and the increasing marketization of  services). 
In summary then, community development work can be undertaken to 
meet short-term needs, providing technical support to individuals and 
groups in communities, to enable them to meet some of  their own 
needs, and to press for improved service provision, within the context 
of  current social arrangements. Transformational community develop-
ment work, in contrast, aims to take this process further, promoting 
community empowerment and contributing towards working for social 
transformation (Mayo 2002). 

Whatever the differences in their perspectives, however, community 
development workers and activists need to share an increasingly sophis-
ticated common core of  knowledge and skills. To build community 
groups and develop community-based alliances, they need to be skilled in 
using participatory action research to analyse the issues, alongside their 
communities, identifying potential allies and opponents and developing 
effective strategies accordingly. In addition, they need to be excellent 
communicators – to communicate with the range of  diverse group-
ings within communities as well as with the relevant professionals and 
decision-makers beyond. And they need to be skilled group workers, if  
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they are to facilitate the development of  strong democratic organiza-
tions, with the ability to work constructively with differences, coping 
with internal as well as external conflicts. 

Key texts on community development work provide analyses of  rele-
vant approaches, together with case studies of  how these approaches 
can be applied effectively in practice, how to identify the key issues, for 
example, how to help people set up and run groups to address these, 
groups both democratic and effective, achieving short-term winnable 
gains without losing sight of  longer-term goals. How to work in situ-
ations of  conflict and how to deal with prejudice and discrimination 
– within groups as well as outside them, in the wider community and 
the wider society. How to enable groups to avoid becoming dominated 
by particular cliques, widening their support inclusively, and sharing 
power democratically. How to pass on knowledge and skills, adapting 
activists’ learning from previous experiences – without supposing that 
one size necessarily fits all, in organizational terms. In addition, they 
provide illustrations of  more practical skills in practice, skills such as 
how to work with the media and information technologies, how to 
manage resources and how to monitor and evaluate progress towards 
agreed aims and objectives (Twelvetrees 2002;  Henderson and Thomas 
2002). Finally, these texts explore the need for organizational death and 
decent burial – when groups or campaigns have achieved their aims, or 
simply run their course. Successful endings are those celebrating past 
achievements, leaving participants empowered for the future rather than 
demoralized, if  groups disintegrate – or even embittered, if  there are 
wrangles over any remaining assets. 

Community development texts provide no ‘magic bullets’. If  there 
were simple formulas for building effective, socially inclusive and 
democratically accountable social movement organizations, then these 
formulas would presumably have been marketed already. As has already 
been argued in previous chapters, human beings are not simply the pro-
duct of  social structures, they have the capacity to act upon their social 
environments, whether rationally or irrationally, whether as individuals 
or as members of  groups and organizations. Rather than searching for 
simple answers, then, it would seem more realistic to explore common 
questions. What issues have been identified as key factors in the suc-
cess of  community groups and community-based organizations, and 
how might their experiences be interrogated by others, in global social 
movements, to identify possible ways forward, taking account of  the 
differences as well as the similarities? 

The very fact of  identifying common issues can mark the first 
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steps towards working for solutions. When organizers recognize, for 
example, that a movement is failing to attract new members and/or 
members from particular minority communities, or that rank-and-file 
members are becoming alienated, as decision-making seems increasingly 
concentrated in a small clique, that recognition can spark off  the search 
for collective ways forward. New members can be attracted through a 
range of  activities, drawing upon the experiences of  successful cam-
paigning elsewhere, from petitioning outside supermarkets to public 
demonstrations – forming a human chain around an entire city where 
international talks were being held, a tactic very successfully deployed 
by Jubilee 2000, as Chapter 9 explains – from media endorsement by 
sports celebrities and rock stars to community festivals on village greens. 
Similarly, when organizers and activists recognize that their movement 
is ossifying – becoming part of  the problem rather than part of  the 
solution – they can develop strategies to tackle bureaucratization, as 
the trade unionists who embarked on the revitalization of  the labour 
movement set out to do, with support from the top as well as from the 
bottom, in the case study in Chapter 4. 

In general, texts that set out to pose strategic questions might be 
expected to be more useful than texts claiming to provide one-size-fits-all 
answers. There have been notable exceptions, however, when it comes to 
texts that explore tactics in practice. For example, one of  the most con-
troversial North American community activists, Saul Alinsky, produced 
a much-quoted organizers’ handbook, Rules for Radicals (Alinsky 1971). 
These were based upon his own experiences, community organizing in 
Chicago, where he established the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) in 
1940 to promote his particular approach more widely. 

Alinsky was rather less concerned with the strategic issues sur-
rounding movements’ internal democracy, being more focused upon 
developing indigenous leadership to build coalitions of  people’s organiza-
tions in neighbourhoods. Despite a formal democratic structure, the IAF 
itself  has been described as operating in ways that favour authoritarian 
methods in practice, methods that do not, it has been argued, ‘sit easily 
with democratic values’ (Henderson and Salmon 1995: 29). Alinsky had 
much to say, however, about the tactics needed to build these people’s 
organizations. In Rules for Radicals he presented thirteen tactical rules, 
controversial perhaps, and often confrontational, but effective, he argued, 
on the basis of  his own extensive organizational experiences.

‘Tactics’ – the relevant chapter – started by explaining that tactics 
‘means doing what you can with what you have’ (Alinsky 1971: 126). 
If  you have numbers on your side, Alinsky explained, you can parade 
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them publicly. If  you do not, then ‘raise a din and clamor that will make 
the listener believe that your organization numbers many more than 
it does’ (ibid.). Power, he argued, ‘is not only what you have but what the 
enemy thinks you have’ (ibid.: 127).

The second rule was ‘never go outside the experience of  your people’ 
(ibid.) (which leads to confusion, fear and retreat) but, as the third rule 
explained, ‘Wherever possible go outside of  the experience of  the enemy’ (to 
cause them confusion, fear and retreat). And use tactics that people 
enjoy (the sixth rule). The students organizing against sweatshops, for 
example, demonstrated the relevance of  this particular maxim.

Alinsky’s fourth rule was: ‘Make the enemy live up to their own book 
of  rules’. In other words, hoist opponents on their own petards. The 
powerful can be publicly embarrassed when they are caught failing to 
live up to their own principles, such as formal commitments to tackling 
global poverty or promoting the rights of  the child. Ridicule is also a 
potent weapon, to embarrass the opposition (the fifth rule) when caught 
breaking their own rules. 

Time, Alinsky pointed out, is also a key factor. ‘A tactic that drags on too 
long becomes a drag’ as the seventh rule explained (ibid.: 128). ‘Keep the pres-
sure on’ as the eight rule argued, ‘with different tactics and actions’ (ibid.). 
Constant pressure was essential (the tenth rule). Threats may be effective 
here, and may be more terrifying that the reality (the ninth rule). 

Here Alinsky provided illustrations of  the use of  threats, threaten-
ing tactics that would have created ridicule and embarrassment to the 
public authorities concerned. When commitments to the Woodlawn 
ghetto organization were not being met by the City of  Chicago, for 
example, O’Hare Airport became the target of  just such a threat. Alinsky 
developed this threatening tactic on the basis of  his observation of  the 
fact that, on landing, many airport passengers make a ‘beeline for the 
men’s or the ladies’ room’. Community activists surveyed the airport, 
calculating the number of  men and women who would be required to 
occupy the toilets all day, whether sitting or standing (in the case of  
the urinals), working in teams on a rotating basis. 

The threat of  the nation’s first ‘shit-in’ was ‘leaked’ to the administra-
tion. Within forty-eight hours, the Woodlawn organization was invited to 
meet the relevant authorities. At this meeting, the authorities emphasized 
that ‘they were certainly going to live up to their commitments and 
they could never understand where anyone got the idea that a promise 
made by Chicago’s City Hall would not be observed. At no point, then 
or since,’ Alinsky concluded, ‘has there ever been any open mention of  
the threat of  the O’Hare tactic’ (ibid.: 143–4). 
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Alinsky’s twelfth rule was that ‘The price of  a successful attack is a 
constructive alternative’ (ibid.: 130). In other words, campaigns, to be 
credible, need to be able to argue for convincing solutions. Some of  
the dilemmas inherent in this approach, its potential dangers as well 
as its strengths, have already emerged, in the context of  debates about 
the incorporation of  protest. 

The final rule, the thirteenth, was to ‘Pick the target, freeze it, personalize 
it, and polarize it’ (ibid.). As Alinsky explained, in a complex urban society, 
it is all too easy for blame to be shifted, and responsibility evaded. It is 
difficult to maintain the momentum of  campaigning if  the targets are 
constantly moving. There are parallels here with earlier discussions of  
the importance of  ‘framing’, posing issues in terms that resonate with 
potential participants. 

This thirteenth rule has also been contentious, however. Personal-
izing targets might sharpen the campaign’s focus, but this might also 
depoliticize the underlying issues, scapegoating individuals rather than 
unravelling the structural causes of  social problems. As has already been 
suggested, Alinsky’s style of  community organizing has had its critics, 
including some from the Left of  the political spectrum (uncomfortable 
with his populism) as well as critics from the Right (uncomfortable with 
his use of  conflict). 

In Britain, in recent years, there has been growing interest in Alinsky’s 
style of  community organizing. As Henderson and Salmon explained, 
in their account, this ‘enthusiasm for a method of  working which was 
first developed on the other side of  the Atlantic more than fifty years 
ago’ came out of  concerns over ‘the growing powerlessness of  ordin-
ary people, anger because of  the growth of  inequalities in society, 
combined with frustration induced by the ineffectiveness of  traditional 
community work responses’ (Henderson and Salmon 1995: 1). This 
prompted ‘an urgent search for ways in which citizens can begin to 
fight back’ (ibid.). 

It was, as Henderson and Salmon explained, ‘against this background 
that a number of  concerned people – most of  them with experience of  
community work in the UK – began to look to America for inspiration’ 
(ibid.: 2). A number of  community workers, charitable fund administra-
tors and church leaders accordingly went to the USA, and some went 
on to train in Alinsky’s methods at IAF. The first UK initiative – to build 
more effective people’s organizations in deprived areas – was launched 
in Bristol in 1990. Since then ‘broad-based community organizing’ has 
been developed in other cities too (often with the support of  churches 
and other faith-based organizations), taking up economic as well as social 
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problems. This has included campaigning on jobs and low pay, working, 
in some cases, alongside trade union organizations. 

While Alinsky-style organizing developed the use of  militant conflict 
tactics, however, Alinsky’s own political analysis was most definitely not 
rooted in a Marxist analysis of  structural conflicts in capitalist societies. 
Alinsky did identify the power differentials between the ‘haves’ and the 
‘have-nots’, just as he identified the need to challenge racial discrim-
ination. But he also argued for building people’s organizations across 
class boundaries, remaining deeply sceptical about political ideologies 
in general and about Marxist approaches to class politics in particular. 
In Rules for Radicals and Reveille for Radicals, Alinsky affirmed his own 
commitment to working for the great American dream – the dream of  
the American Revolution – for a democratic, free (market) society based 
upon ‘all those rights and values propounded by Judeo-Christianity and 
democratic tradition’ (Alinsky 1989: xiv). As Henderson and Salmon 
pointed out, the IAF has ‘drawn upon a tradition of  “populism” in the 
USA, going back to the late nineteenth century when the Alliancemen 
formed the short-lived People’s Party. The “populists” advocated poli-
cies that stemmed from notions of  mutuality, the common good and 
co-operation, and these values continue to survive in a society where 
there is also a strong attachment to a “shoestring-to-riches” philosophy’ 
(Henderson and Salmon 1995: 8). 

This brings the argument back to the importance of  theoretical clar-
ity about differing perspectives and the need for more rather than less 
theoretical debate. So how might this theoretical clarity be achieved? 
Participating in social movements can be an educative process, in itself, 
and social movements have been analysed in terms of  their educative 
potential. ‘Cognitive praxis’, according to Eyerman and Jamison, is de-
fined in terms of  social movements’ capacity for combining theory and 
practice, providing a ‘social laboratory for the testing of  new social roles’ 
(Eyerman and Jamison 1991: 166), opening up cognitive space, new op-
portunities for thought and the transformation of  social consciousness. 

There is, in fact, a growing body of  evidence to demonstrate the 
varying ways in which people can and do learn from their participation 
in social movements, in practice. Foley’s study of  learning through social 
action, for example, provides powerful illustrations of  the ways in which 
people learn through such experiences, from women’s campaigns for 
service provision and an environmental campaign to save a rainforest 
in Australia to workplace struggles in the USA, from women’s struggles 
under military rule in Brazil to liberation struggles against colonial rule 
in pre-independence Zimbabwe (Foley 1999). 



    |     

As has already been suggested, however, there is nothing automati-
cally or necessarily transformative about the process. Foley concluded 
by emphasizing the ‘complex, ambiguous and contradictory character 
of  particular movements and struggles’, arguing for the importance of  
analysing these as the ‘necessary basis for future strategies’ (ibid.: 143). 
As Eyerman and Jamison also recognized, there is a key role for move-
ment intellectuals here. They can draw upon intellectual analyses that 
can be applied, within the movement, as part of  a continuing process 
of  dialogue between theory and practice, action and reflection, followed 
by further action and further reflection.

How might all this relate to debates within community education? 
Like community development, community education itself  is a contested 
notion, with varying meanings, depending upon the perspective of  the 
user. As Edwards has pointed out, not all of  these meanings are equal, 
either, and ‘the power embedded within them also seeks to construct 
certain discourses as more valid, “truer” than others’ (Edwards 1997: 
13). Unsurprisingly, then, in the current global context, the dominant 
paradigm in the literature on adult education and training (including 
the literature on adult education and training in community-based set-
tings) has, as Walters has pointed out, ‘a human-capital, free-market 
perspective’ (Walters 1997: 6). Lifelong learning is advocated, from this 
neoliberal perspective, as a means for increasing the productivity of  
labour and enhancing its flexibility, enabling adults to take responsibility 
for their own employability in an increasingly precarious labour market. 
Community-based learning is included in this ideological package for 
its potential to reach those parts of  the labour force that are not being 
reached in other ways – the redundant and the long-term unemployed, 
people with physical and/or mental illnesses or disabilities, women 
seeking to return to paid employment, people defined, for whatever 
reason, as needing to be reintegrated into the world of  work, in the 
‘learning society’. 

From this perspective, community education can also contribute via 
capacity-building programmes to facilitate participation and partner-
ship working. Learning may be advocated, in addition, for its potential 
contribution to the promotion of  active citizenship. Here too, however, 
the model may be one that emphasizes learners’ deficits, their lack of  
the relevant knowledge and skills – knowledge and skills the capacity-
building programmes set out to provide. 

As an approach to community-based learning, the deficit model has 
been subjected to fundamental criticisms. In contrast, the humanistic 
school has been concerned with a more democratic, holistic approach. 
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While recognizing that people may indeed need to acquire key areas 
of  knowledge and skills, the starting point has to be people’s own 
situation, and their own definitions of  their needs, social, political and 
cultural as well as economic – both individually and collectively. This 
provides the basis for an educational process rooted in dialogue and 
mutual respect. 

There is a long tradition of  such approaches to adult education in 
general and community-based education more specifically. Earlier in the 
twentieth century, for example, the progressive writer and educationalist, 
R. H. Tawney, put the case for social engagement, linking education 
and social movements, developing knowledge to meet social needs. 
If  you want education, he argued, ‘you must not cut it off  from the 
social interests in which it has its living and perennial sources’ (Tawney 
1926: 22). 

Rather than attempt to summarize these progressive traditions in 
Britain and elsewhere, this chapter concludes with a brief  review of  one 
particular approach: ‘popular education’. This has drawn on the work 
of  Latin American educationalists as well as taking theoretical insights 
from the Marxist theorist, Gramsci, among others. Popular education 
has strong resonances, then, with European as well as Latin American 
progressive political thinking more generally, in addition to building on 
radical traditions in adult and community-based education more specifi-
cally. In recent years, popular education has been applied and theorized 
in European contexts, including Scotland and Spain, while continuing 
to be practised in the countries of  its origins, in Latin America, as the 
Brazilian Landless People’s Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores 
Rurais Sem Terra or MST) illustrates. 

Popular education has been defined as ‘popular’ (from the the Portu-
guese and Spanish, meaning ‘of  the people’, the people being the work-
ing class, the poor, the unemployed and the peasants), as distinct from 
populist, in the sense that:

• it is rooted in the real interests and struggles of  ordinary people
• it is overtly political and critical of  the status quo
• it is committed to progressive social and political change (in the 

interests of  a fairer and more egalitarian society)
• its pedagogy is collective, focused primarily on the group as distinct 

from individual learning and development
• it attempts, wherever possible, to forge a direct link between educa-

tion and social action (Martin 1999: 4–5). 

The emergence of  popular education in Latin America has been linked 
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to the development of  struggles for democracy and radical social change, 
from the 1960s and 1970s through to the 1980s (Kane 2001). One of  the 
key figures was Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educationalist whose ideas have 
had major influence not only in Latin America but worldwide. 

Freire developed his approach through reflecting on his own experi-
ences of  witnessing (and to some extent suffering from) poverty and 
deprivation in north-east Brazil, in the Depression between the two 
world wars. Drawing upon liberation theology (and subsequently draw-
ing upon the work of  Gramsci and other Marxist thinkers), he developed 
strategies for literacy teaching designed to enable the oppressed to 
break out of  the ‘culture of  silence’ – the resignation preventing them 
from challenging the sources of  their oppression. Through processes 
of  dialogue between learners and teachers, individuals and commun-
ities would become critically conscious of  their own realities, and this 
‘conscientization’ would represent the first step towards enabling them 
to work for social transformation, as conscious subjects rather than 
passive objects of  change. 

Freire’s theoretical work was rooted in his own practical experiences, 
teaching workers who had come to internalize negative self-images of  
themselves as they had been stereotyped, as people incapable of  learn-
ing, rather than as inherently capable and creative human beings. Rather 
than providing education of  the ‘banking’ type, depositing knowledge 
into the supposedly empty vessels of  learners’ heads, Freire started from 
the opposite, a problem-posing approach. Learners needed to be active 
rather than passive, engaged in critical dialogue, working democratically 
in partnership with the educator (Freire 1972). The starting point was 
the learners’ reality – instead of  learning how to write about ‘cats sitting 
on mats’ or ‘John and Jane’, learners would start by developing images 
selected to represent key issues for local people – to trigger debate and 
critical reflection. Working together on the basis of  problem-posing, 
learners and educators would ‘become jointly responsible for a process 
in which all grow’ (ibid.: 53).

Freire continued to develop his thinking after he left Brazil, during the 
military dictatorship that took power in 1964. He worked abroad, spend-
ing many years in Geneva, as special consultant to the World Council of  
Churches, before returning to Brazil in 1980, a founder member of  the 
Workers’ Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores or PT), becoming minister 
for education in São Paulo in 1989, as well as being actively involved in 
the Workers’ University of  São Paulo, firmly committed to developing 
learning for social transformation. He died in 1997.

Freire’s approach has been criticized for being too idealistic and 
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too vague, capable of  being understood in widely differing ways, with 
humanist as well as Marxist interpretations (Youngman 1986). He has 
also been criticized for failing to take sufficient account of  gender as 
well as social class (Coben 1998). And his methods have been applied 
– and misapplied in what has been described as ‘pseudo-Freirian’ ways 
– by an extraordinary range of  educators. These have ranged from those 
providing business education for multinational corporations to those 
working for social transformation via projects such as REFLECT (Regen-
erated Freirian Literacy through Empowering Community Techniques 
– a worldwide community education initiative developed by ActionAid 
building upon Freire’s work) (Kane 2001). 

‘The amount of  critical review Freire attracted’, it has been argued, 
‘was essentially a measure of  his stature; it took place, mostly, within 
a framework of  general support and though the length of  criticisms is 
lengthy – and illuminating – it does not detract from the significance 
of  his contribution’ (ibid.: 50). ‘There is no doubt,’ Kane concluded, 
‘that the educational principles elaborated in Pedagogy of  the Oppressed 
remain central to discussions on popular education today’ (ibid.: 51). In 
his later life, Freire himself  reflected on these criticisms of  his approach, 
recognizing the importance of  addressing inequalities in the material 
world – including inequalities in terms of  gender in addition to social 
class – as well as the importance of  changing people’s consciousness. 
As he commented himself, ‘I grew more aware of  education’s limits in 
the political transformation of  society [ … ] education per se is not the 
lever of  revolutionary transformation’ (Freire and Schor 1987: 33). While 
maintaining his commitment to dialogue as the basis for educational 
processes, he also recognized that educators could not necessarily move 
straight into such alternative styles, especially when working with learn-
ers used to the ‘banking’ approach. Nor should the learner’s increasingly 
active involvement in any way imply the educator’s redundancy. On the 
contrary, in fact, Freire’s concept of  praxis emphasized the continuing 
importance of  theory, reflexive action linking theory and practice. 

There are parallels here with Gramsci’s approach. Freire himself  ac-
knowledged his debt to Gramsci, whose works he discovered after he 
had already been grappling with similar ideas. ‘I discovered that I had 
been greatly influenced by Gramsci,’ he commented, ‘long before I read 
him’ (Freire 1995: 64). Gramsci had also emphasized the importance 
of  dialogue between educators and learners, intellectuals and activists, 
while remaining convinced that movements required theory as well as 
practice, praxis or critical reflection. And this needed to be rooted in a 
Marxist analysis of  the structural causes of  exploitation and oppression 
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in capitalist societies, including a critical understanding of  the dominant 
ideologies that worked to legitimize the status quo. As Brookfield has 
argued more recently, ‘a critical theory of  adult learning should have 
at its core an understanding of  how adults learn to recognize the 
predominance of  ideology in their everyday thoughts and actions and 
in the institutions of  civil society. It should also illuminate how adults 
learn to challenge ideology that serves the interests of  the few against 
the well-being of  the many’ (Brookfield 2001: 20).

Popular education in practice: the Landless People’s Movement 
in Brazil

The Brazilian Landless People’s Movement (MST) developed out of  
spontaneous land occupations, carried out by peasants in the late 1970s, 
with the demise of  the dictatorship (Kane 2001). These groupings came 
together in 1984, to fight for land, land reform and social justice for all 
marginalized and oppressed groups more generally. MST is an independ-
ent social movement, although many activists have been influenced by 
liberation theology, and by other religious beliefs. The movement also 
has general support from the Workers’ Party. Their tactics include cam-
paigning and direct action, occupying land and setting up encampments, 
which then become settlements, with an emphasis on co-operation and 
participatory democracy. 

When he visited an encampment in Viamo, Kane found that the 
1,400 people there had organized themselves into groups, with teams to 
look after issues such as food supplies, health and sanitation, as well as 
education. By 2001, MST was catering, altogether, for 150,000 children 
in schools (Bransford and Rocha 2002), as well as organizing popular 
adult education, typically based on Freirian approaches to education for 
social transformation (Kane 2001). From 1996, MST had organized a 
campaign to train literacy workers to tackle the problem of  adult illit-
eracy, persuading the Ministry of  Education to provide support (although 
this lasted only until 2000). In addition, MST has organized training 
courses for activists, including programmes organized jointly with the 
left-wing trade union confederation Central Unica dos Trabalhadores 
(CUT) (Bransford and Rocha 2002).

‘All education’, Kane argued, ‘is considered political and whether it 
happens to be campaigning, organising co-operatives, tackling illiteracy 
or running specialist courses, every aspect of  MST practice is under-
pinned by the desire to politicise, raise critical awareness and encourage 
the emergence of  “subjects” of  change’ (Kane 2001: 104). The MST 
alphabet, for example, has acampamento (camp) for A, marcha (march) 
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for M, reforma agraria (agrarian reform) for R, seca (drought) for S, terra 
(land) for T, uniao (union) for U and vitoria (victory) for V (Bransford 
and Rocha 2002). The predominant ideology has been influenced by 
Marxism, it has been argued, mixed with popular religiosity and rural 
communitarian practices, with a strong emphasis upon self-liberation. 
The MST, Kane concluded, ‘is a good example of  how in Latin America 
a “movement” is considered the “school” in which popular education 
takes place’ (Kane 2001: 105). 

MST’s approach to education has been criticized for being more 
dogmatic and less democratic than its activists claim. Bransford and 
Rocha conclude, however, that ‘for all that’ the grass-roots democratic 
structure is ‘not a sham’. And the occupations themselves are ‘seen as 
a unique “school of  life” where men and women discover their own 
worth, acquire self-assurance and knowledge, and become citizens’ 
(Bransford and Rocha 2002: 125). 

MST’s experiences have been the subject of  much interest globally. 
‘Contrary to much fin-de-siècle preaching on the demise of  radical alterna-
tives,’ Kane concluded, ‘the MST shows that the vision of  a radically 
better world continues to be a great motivator for change and that the 
role of  popular education is as important as ever’ (Kane 2001: 108). 
Praxis, reflective action, starts from the immediate, the concrete, con-
scious human subjects taking collective action, then critically reflecting, 
developing theoretical analyses of  the underlying social relations that 
need to be challenged before embarking upon further action. 



6  |  People to people exchanges: sharing local 
experiences in a global context 

The previous chapter concluded by pointing to the contributions of  
popular education, rooted in the analyses developed by Freire, and 
Gramsci before him, earlier in the twentieth century. Movements such 
as the Landless People’s Movement in Brazil developed their own ap-
proaches to learning, starting from the concrete experiences of  men and 
women in their collective struggles for social transformation. Through 
analysing the structural causes of  their problems and critically reflecting 
upon their experiences of  collective action to tackle these, activists linked 
theory and practice, developing more reflective action for social change.

This chapter takes up the theme of  learning from experience, with 
a specific focus upon sharing learning from collective experiences and 
reflecting upon these, globally. Critics of  some of  the more populist 
versions of  participatory development have pointed to the inherent 
limitations of  local knowledge, and the importance of  supplementing 
this with external and analytical knowledge – the contributions of  out-
siders (Mosse 2001). While recognizing the potential importance of  the 
contributions of  outside experts, however, this chapter focuses upon 
the possibilities for local people to become the experts for each other 
internationally as well as locally – ‘the communicators and the instiga-
tors of  a participatory development process’ (Patel and Mitlin 2002: 128) 
through ‘people to people’ exchanges on a global scale. 

The first section of  this chapter summarizes debates on the relative 
contributions of  local knowledge and wider knowledge, the contributions 
of  insiders as well as outsiders, learning through critically reflecting upon 
experiences in collective action. In the global context, this learning can 
be shared in novel ways, electronically via e-mail and the worldwide 
web as well as via video, fax and phone. While the globalization of  
the means of  communication opens up new mechanisms for exchan-
ging experiences and networking across national boundaries, however, 
these supplement rather than replace more traditional ‘face-to-face’ 
mechanisms, it will be argued. 

The second section of  the chapter illustrates these arguments through 
a case study of  people-to-people exchanges, focusing upon the experi-
ences of  homeless people’s organizations, internationally. Through 
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these international community exchanges, it has been argued, home-
less people, especially women who have traditionally been particularly 
disadvantaged, have been enabled to develop wider knowledge and 
organizational capacities, including enhanced technical capacities. In 
addition, those involved with the case study argued, people, including 
poor homeless people, have gained confidence and skills in impacting 
upon the policy process, building new relationships nationally and 
networking more effectively internationally (ibid.). 

Insiders as well as outsiders as experts, learning from sharing 
experiences and networking internationally

Previous chapters have pointed to some of  the limitations as well as 
the strengths of  populist approaches to participatory development and 
social change. Participation in social movements can be an educative 
process in itself, opening up cognitive space and providing a ‘social 
laboratory for the testing of  new social roles’ (Eyerman and Jamison 
1991: 166). But these learning experiences can be complex, ambiguous 
and contradictory (Foley 1999), requiring critical analysis, whether from 
inside or outside the movement in question, or both. The assumption 
that ‘the articulation of  people’s knowledge can transform top-down 
bureaucratic planning systems’ has similarly been questioned. The reality, 
is has been argued, is more complex. Local knowledge does not simply 
exist in some social vacuum, as a fixed commodity. People’s knowledge 
is itself  ‘constructed in the context of  planning and reflects the social 
relationships that planning systems entail’ (Mosse 2001: 17). Local 
knowledge, like any other type of  knowledge, ‘reflects local power’, 
including power and authority relationships according to gender (ibid.: 
19), power relationships that can be effectively reinforced, rather than 
challenged via participative development projects. The most powerful 
elements within local communities tend to be the ones whose voices 
predominate. Their perspectives may be further skewed, in any case, as 
they attempt to ‘second guess’ external donors’ own agendas for develop-
ment – tell them what you think that they expect to hear about your 
needs, if  you want to be successful in bidding for development funds, 
focus upon soil erosion problems if  the donor is into tackling that, water 
conservation if  that is a priority for the donor in question. 

Local knowledge is inherently limited, too, by the scope of  locally 
available information about the impact of  wider policies, nationally and 
internationally. Local people may – or may not – be aware of  the effects 
of  structural adjustment policies or unpayable debts, for example, at 
least until they become involved in wider campaigns on these issues as 
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they affect them, locally as well as globally. Rather than simply taking 
local knowledge as unproblematic, then, outside professionals could 
contribute wider analysis, as well as technical expertise, engaging in 
processes of  dialogue as reflective practitioners (ibid.). 

Freire reached similar conclusions in his later reflections on the role 
of  the educator. Having emphasized the importance of  starting from 
people’s concrete experiences in their own social contexts, he came to 
realize that the educator’s role included ‘the duty to challenge’ as well as 
the duty to respect local people and their culture (Freire 1990: 133). ‘My 
respect for the soul of  the culture does not prevent me from trying, with 
the people, to change some conditions that appear to me as obviously 
against the beauty of  being human,’ he argued (ibid.: 133), going on 
to illustrate his point with the example of  the Latin American cultural 
tradition that women cook for men. This was widely taken for granted, 
the common-sense view; as one man explained to him, ‘it is determined 
historically that all men have the right to eat what women cook’ (ibid.: 
132). This did not mean that change was not possible, however. On the 
contrary, Freire argued, if  this was cultural and historical, it could be 
changed and the possibility of  change could and should be posed.

Gramsci had argued in parallel that rigorous theoretical work was 
essential, if  the common-sense assumptions that underpinned unequal 
social relations in capitalist society were to be challenged. Intellectuals 
had a key role to play here, engaging in critical dialogues with activ-
ists, although he did also argue for the importance of  what he termed 
‘organic’ intellectuals’ commitment to the movement, as insiders rather 
than outside experts. While Gramsci emphasized the importance of  
intellectuals’ potential contributions, however, he did also point out that 
everyone could develop the critical awareness to question dominant ideas 
and to envisage alternatives for social transformation (Gramsci 1968). By 
implication, then, social movement activists could – and indeed should 
– become their own experts too, sharing their learning with social 
movement activists elsewhere, as they reflect upon their experiences 
of  challenging dominant approaches and working towards developing 
alternatives. As will be suggested subsequently, the process of  sharing 
these experiences has the potential to promote further action as well 
as further reflection, building networks of  solidarity as well as critical 
understanding, globally.

The importance of  sharing experiences and analyses has been val-
ued in widely varying contexts. Writing of  the action-research project 
‘Women Building Bridges’ – boundary-crossing on terrains of  conflict 
– Cockburn reflected on the potential for developing shared purposes 
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and alliance-building, identifying commonalities while taking account 
of  difference and inequality (Cockburn 2000). This action-research set 
out to explore ways of  developing ‘transversal politics’, promoting dia-
logues across boundaries, taking account of  differences within and across 
national borders in three contexts characterized by conflict, Northern 
Ireland, Israel/Palestine and Bosnia-Hercegovina. 

Having participated in the life and work of  the three projects and 
gained an understanding of  these in depth, the researcher saw that the 
women were interested in meeting each other to share experiences and 
strategies. A workshop was therefore organized in Mijas, southern Spain, 
in 1996, for representatives of  the three projects, including representation 
across the local divides. From the evaluation, the researcher concluded 
that the women valued the opportunity to identify the

similarities in the sufferings of  people in very different countries and 
finding a shared analysis of  such troubles as having their origins in 
politics more than prejudice, and as much outside the region as inside, 
as much in the international agency of  big imperialist nations as in the 
domestic hatred of  little ones. It reinforced the sense already present in 
the projects that women have something to say to each other, not only 
about a shared positioning in conflict but about their potential contribu-
tion to community development, the restoration of  justice, the reduc-
tion of  violence and eventual peace. (ibid.: 54) 

As Cockburn pointed out, however, despite provision for reporting 
back, those who were not there could not readily share the workshop 
experience. ‘It may even have given rise, on return,’ she suggested, ‘to 
a certain distance between the travellers (who talked animatedly about 
the experience) and those who had not been picked to go’ (ibid.: 55). 
This issue was addressed via the organizing of  exchange visits, with 
women travelling in each direction for visits of  two weeks – with videos 
of  the visits to show and discuss with those not able to travel. Through 
these visits there were opportunities for sharing experiences and learn-
ing in greater depth, opportunities that were also more challenging 
in some ways than the more controlled process in Spain. This more 
open-ended, exploratory approach did not in any way invalidate the 
exchange programme, Cockburn concluded. On the contrary, in fact, 
as one of  the women from Northern Ireland commented in Bosnia, ‘in 
trying to make sense of  your situation, we’re really making sense of  
our own’ (ibid.: 57). 

Cockburn concluded by reflecting upon the benefits of  international 
feminist networking more generally, whether via exchanges or via 
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e-mail, fax and phone. In contexts of  war and civil strife, networking 
across national boundaries enabled women to look beyond their divided 
communities. The same skills and sensitivities to difference and inequal-
ity, the tools of  transversal politics, were relevant too, she argued, in 
‘encounters between women of  the rich North and those of  the poor 
South, or in co-operation between women of  the capitalist West and 
the ex-communist East’ (ibid.: 61). 

Realistically, this did not, in itself, point to the existence of  a global 
women’s movement. Women, ‘even when they identify as women, are as 
politically diverse as men, and the cohesion of  “women” in a worldwide 
movement cannot be taken for granted’ (ibid.: 46). International feminist 
networking could not, of  itself, eradicate women’s disadvantage, she 
concluded, although when new abuses come to light, ‘women are quicker 
to support each other in exposing and resisting this’ (ibid.: 61).

Mutual support has been key to the trade union movement too, 
both within and across national boundaries. As Chapter 4 illustrated, 
from the first Internationals in the nineteenth century, through to the 
new organizing agendas of  social movement unionism in the twenty-
first century, solidarity has been conceptualized in international as well 
as local terms. In the context of  capitalist globalization, international 
solidarity has been seen as more vitally important than ever. As Munck 
argued, ‘a complex (even disorganised) capitalism demands a complex 
internationalism’ (Munck 2002: 160), with new forms of  solidarity, 
taking account of  gender and human rights issues and environmental 
issues as well as workers’ rights as these have more traditionally been 
conceived. If  trade unions are to measure up to these challenges, Wills 
has argued in similar vein, they need to ‘extend beyond the workplace 
to develop multi-scalar networks, reaching from the local to the global 
arena’ (Wills 2002: 6). 

Solidarity has traditionally involved exchanging experiences and 
analyses, providing the rationale for financial and industrial support. 
The new international unionism needs to build new ways of  working, 
drawing upon these approaches, it has been argued. What is needed, ac-
cording to Waterman, is ‘an additional, even an alternative, principle of  
worker self-articulation … appropriate to our era’ (Waterman 2002: 23), 
an alternative that  would undermine the reproduction of  bureaucracy, 
hierarchy and dogma. The principle, he opined, was ‘the network, and 
the practice is networking’ (ibid.). ‘It is from the international labour 
networks and networking that the new initiatives, speed, creativity and 
flexibility tend to come,’ he continued, and key to this networking was 
the worldwide web. ‘International and internationalist dialogue on labour 



                           |    

internationally is not simply facilitated by the Web. The logic of  the com-
puter is one of  feedback’ (ibid.: 24).

The potential contribution of  new information technologies has al-
ready emerged as a key factor in facilitating exchanges of  experiences, 
developing analyses and building networks and alliances, globally. The 
Internet has ‘introduced a more interactive and immediate way to share 
experience’, it has been pointed out, with signs that ‘South–South inter-
actions increasingly take place using electronic means’ (Singh 2001: 181). 
While celebrating this potential, however (even if  access is still biased 
towards those based in the North), there remain questions as to how 
far the web can continue to be so relatively free from control from the 
top down. As the next example also illustrates, even some of  those who 
have been most enthusiastic about the potential role of  the Internet have 
seen this as complementing rather than replacing networking, and the 
exchanges of  experiences and analyses, face-to-face. 

The Zapatista struggle, which ‘burst onto the world stage on January 
1, 1994’ (Callahan 2001: 37) in the southern Mexican state of  Chiapas, 
has been characterized, from one perspective, as a postmodern rebel-
lion, embodying ‘a new approach to revolutionary struggle, one based 
on the transformation of  civil society, not on the simple seizure of  state 
power’, an indigenous ethnic movement with ‘a progressive, internation-
alist agenda with links to the ecological and feminist movements and to 
the remnants of  the left in the first and third worlds’ (Burbach 2001: 13). 
Perhaps they have best captured ‘the paradoxes and hopes of  the post-
modern age with the slogan “one world with room for many worlds” ’ 
(ibid.). While the Zapatistas did not, as some pundits feared they might, 
‘leave their jungle and mountain strongholds to storm Seattle’, a number 
of  the organizations active in planning the direct action, protests and 
gatherings in Seattle did have solidarity links with them (Callahan 2001: 
38). According to Callahan’s account, the Zapatistas did not co-ordinate 
the global days of  action and protests that disrupted the ministerial 
conferences of  the WTO and IMF in London, Seattle, Washington DC, 
Prague and Davos. But they did contribute in their own ways, inspiring 
millions with their slogan, one simple word: ‘Enough’ (or ‘Y Basta’ in the 
original Spanish); enough of  neoliberalism, globally (ibid.). 

The Zapatistas launched their campaigns in response to the nega-
tive social effects of  the rapid penetration of  capitalist social relations, 
together with the associated effects of  neoliberalism via privatization 
and deregulation, and the spread of  free trade (via the North American 
Free Trade Area). While the Zapatista rebellion focused on the effects of  
neoliberalism, from the outset this has been described as more than a 
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backward-looking peasant response to capitalist development (although 
the movement has been criticized on precisely such grounds). The Zapat-
istas were concerned more broadly with their notion of  ‘dignity’, a 
notion that has been defined in terms of  their fight for a radical trans-
formation of  civil society and culture – with a particular emphasis upon 
communications, globally as well as locally. ‘An on-going dialogue with 
local, national and international civil society is central to the Zapatista 
revolution’ ( Jeffries 2001: 130). ‘In the Zapatista mirror, solidarity is the 
building of  alternative resistance networks around the world through the 
practice of  radical democracy, liberty and social justice with a related 
emphasis on localism, autonomy and horizontal relationships among all 
the participating groups and organizations’ (ibid.: 136). 

Global electronic networks were key here, including the People’s 
Global Action Network. The Zapatistas were promoting a ‘network 
of  voices that not only speak but also struggle and resist for humanity 
and against neoliberalism’ (ibid.: 141). As Harry Cleaver – an American 
activist who has been credited with having done ‘more than any single 
other person to promote the Internet as a medium for activists’ (Paulson 
2000: 283) – has pointed out, new information technologies were the 
electronic fabric of  struggle, facilitating the free flow of  democratic 
communication and co-operation. According to a US military report, in 
fact, the Zapatistas had waged a war of  the flea, a war which, thanks 
to the Internet and global networking, had turned into a war of  the 
swarm (quoted in Klein 2001: 8). 

Cleaver has written of  the contribution of  the Internet in terms of  
providing access to information, when there was very little coverage in 
the press. The speeches and reports of  their 1994 convention, for exam-
ple, were made available via the web. In addition, ‘cyberspace provided 
forums for informal discussion and debate’ (Cleaver  1998: 86). While 
celebrating the contributions of  electronic networks, however, Cleaver 
himself  was also aware of  their limitations. The Internet was, of  course, 
limited to those who had access to it. In any case, electronic networks 
were complementary to, rather than substitutes for, the ‘more familiar 
tactics of  solidarity movements: teach-ins, articles in the alternative press, 
demonstrations, the occupation of  Mexican government consulates and 
so on’ (ibid.: 82). The role of  face-to-face contacts was key, too, in that the 
observers in Chiapas areas, by their very presence, curtailed some of  the 
worst government abuses of  human rights. International gatherings such 
as the International Meeting for Humanity and against Neoliberalism in 
1996 (attended by some three thousand representatives from forty-three 
countries) similarly provided support and added impetus. 
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Meanwhile, governments in the North began to fight back by trying 
to gain more control over cyberspace, via the enforcement of  intellectual 
property rights, for example. Cleaver quoted Jose Angel Gurria, the 
Mexican Secretary of  State, who told a gathering of  business people at 
the World Trade Center in April 1995 that the conflict in Chiapas was 
‘a war of  ink, of  the written word and a war of  the Internet’ (ibid.: 93). 
At the time of  writing, he suggested, the available evidence suggested 
that ‘the efforts by the state to counter these networks inside the Net 
have been limited and ineffective. The initiative continues in the hands 
of  the solidarity networks providing support to the Zapatistas’ (ibid.: 
95). Meanwhile, there were powerful pressures on the Zapatistas to 
become a regular political party and/or to become incorporated into 
a ‘domesticated, neutralised and all too “civil” society’ (ibid.: 97). The 
problems in Chiapas and in the Internet, Cleaver concluded, were 
similar: ‘how to continue the elaboration of  new kinds of  cooperation 
and self-determination while preventing the imposition of  centralised 
control’ (ibid.: 98).

Such accounts of  the Zapatistas and their cyber solidarity networks 
have been the subject of  contestation and vigorous debate. Hellman, 
for example, has put forward fundamental criticisms of  what she has 
described as the ‘narrow range of  progressive opinion available to those 
who can only follow events in Chiapas electronically’ (Hellman 2000: 
292). In an earlier article she referred to ‘Internet junkies’ who fetishized 
new technologies. 

In his response to this article, while differing with some points of  her 
interpretation, Paulson agreed that ‘vicarious participation in an Internet 
“community” does not substitute for real community (or real activism)’ 
(Paulson 2000: 276). Both emphasized that international solidarity with 
movements such as the Zapatistas needed to be seen within the context 
of  organizing against neoliberalism and capitalist globalization – includ-
ing struggles at home as well as struggles abroad. This link between 
developing solidarity globally and enhancing struggles locally emerges 
in the following case study.

People-to-people exchanges for urban transformation
Despite greater emphasis upon people’s participation, globally as well 

as locally, much of  the teaching, it has been argued, ‘remains in the 
hands of  professionals’ (Patel et al.  2001: 231). To tackle this imbalance, 
people-to-people exchanges have been promoted, to enable local people 
to become experts themselves, developing their own alternatives and 
presenting these to their neighbours and to communities elsewhere. ‘The 
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argument is not that community exchanges avoid power in knowledge 
but rather that the emerging knowledge is owned by the poor and 
more likely to serve their interests’ (Patel and Mitlin 2002: 134). This 
particular case study focuses upon initiatives developed by NGOs in 
Asia and South Africa, from 1990, supporting international exchanges 
between urban communities. 

‘From those exchanges’, it has been concluded, ‘has emerged a 
people’s movement, now linking more than 650,000 members in eleven 
countries. The links within this movement lie not in formal constitu-
tions or e-mail circulars but in one group of  visitors sharing their stories 
around a fire in someone’s shack or mapping a settlement with the local 
residents’ (Patel et al. 2001: 232). While this is a global movement, in 
the sense that its activities are global in scope, the focus is not on inter-
national lobbying or monitoring the World Bank, for example, per se. ‘At 
the heart of  this movement is a network of  people-to-people exchanges. 
The squatters in one settlement share their hopes and frustrations, their 
successes and their problems with others; in so doing, they understand 
and analyze their situations, gain new insights and strategies, mobilize 
other residents, and secure the confidence and support they need to move 
forward’ (ibid.: 232).

Organizing global networks of  squatters and homeless people might 
seem to be one of  the most challenging projects imaginable. From the 
perspective of  those engaged in community development with homeless 
people in Northern cities such as London, there are negative stereotypes 
to counteract from the start, including stereotypes about homeless 
people’s assumed transience and dependency. Such characteristics might 
be considered the polar opposites of  those associated with a well-organ-
ized community. As this case study illustrates, however, homeless people 
and urban squatters in Southern cities can and do develop their own 
grass-roots organizations and networks and their experiences can and 
do have relevance for homeless people and their organizations in the 
different context of  Northern cities. 

The impetus for this particular set of  initiatives came from groups of  
pavement dwellers, mainly women, in Mumbai, India, in the late 1980s. 
These pavement dwellers began to develop strategies to meet their needs 
and to share these with their neighbours. ‘Through this sharing, the 
capacity to teach, disseminate new ideas, explore current events, and 
analyze settlement and city development options has become embedded 
in these communities’ (ibid.). The women pavement dwellers went on to 
form a network of  women’s savings collectives, Mahila Milan, and joined 
with an existing federation of  grass-roots organizations, the National 
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Slum Dwellers’ Federation. This had been set up earlier, in 1974, by 
community leaders from informal settlements around India to secure 
land tenure and basic amenities for its members. (There are parallels 
here with the development of  the self-organization and development 
of  co-operatives among women workers, the Indian Self  Employed 
Women’s Association, SEWA, outlined in Chapter 4.) 

It was through the National Slum Dwellers’ Federation that the 
international links were developed and the exchanges planned and co-
ordinated. The Indian women’s visits proved dynamic in their impact. 
As they talked about their approach, more and more savings collec-
tives grew and so did federations, in other countries too. In 1996, these 
federations agreed to formalize their links via the Shack/Slum Dwellers 
International (SDI) (ibid.).

While the emphasis was firmly upon self-organization, with local 
people clearly taking the lead, these exchanges – especially the inter-
national exchanges – did draw upon external support, including support 
with transport and other basic costs. The Society for the Promotion of  
Area Resource Centres (SPARC) is an Indian NGO that started work in 
Mumbai in 1984. From the start, SPARC had a particular focus upon sup-
porting women pavement dwellers who represented the most vulnerable 
people in the city. While providing support, however, SPARC worked 
with local communities rather than working for them.

Having won respect for the manner in which SPARC engaged with 
communities of  pavement dwellers in Mumbai, the NGO was invited 
to explore the development of  a partnership with the National Slum 
Dwellers’ Federation (NSDF). SPARC, as an NGO, was able to provide 
the interface with formal development authorities, and to mobilize 
resources, while the NSDF focused on organizing communities at the 
grass roots. Working together, they were able to develop ‘precedents’, 
models of  alternative approaches developed by communities themselves, 
‘precedents’ that could be accompanied by mass demonstrations of  sup-
port. 

‘Community exchanges for local learning and for mobilization played 
a key role in this process’ of  developing alternative models and policies 
and pressurizing the relevant authorities to support these (ibid.: 235). 
SPARC’s view was that although squatters and pavement dwellers knew 
how to survive in the city (almost certainly better than did outside 
experts), the development of  alternative strategies would require profes-
sional involvement, and most importantly, it would require community 
reflection, analysis and learning.
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The exchange process builds upon the logic of  ‘doing is knowing’. 
Exchanges lead to good sharing of  experience and, therefore, a new set 
of  people learning new skills … They draw large numbers of  people 
into a process of  change … They help to create personalised and strong 
bonds between communities who share common problems, presenting 
them with a wide range of  options to choose from and negotiate for, and 
ensuring that they are not alone in their struggles. (ibid.: 236)

‘Do you know how many people use a watering place? Or a toilet?’ 
asked Sona, a pavement dweller and ‘barefoot housing-planner’, working 
with people in a township community in Natal, South Africa (Wichterich 
2000: 148). Because ‘you have to know, if  you are to demand water pipes 
from the town council’. With her help, the township residents conducted 
their own survey in a matter of  hours, providing the evidence that 
supported the case for their negotiations with the town council. The 
women from India had more experience of  struggling to obtain a share 
of  municipal housing, land and infrastructure, including more experi-
ence of  this type of  research. The South Africans, hardened as they had 
been by their struggles in the apartheid era, had some lead, Wichterich 
commented, ‘in terms of  organization, solidarity and resistance’ (ibid.: 
149–50) – although new political strategies were needed subsequently, 
she went on to suggest, since ‘the political strategies that worked in the 
liberation struggle are not suited to conflicts with the democratically 
elected government’. Both groups, then, had vital contributions to make 
to the other. As Wichterich concluded, this regular shuttle between 
Mumbai and South Africa had greatly facilitated the exchange of  ideas as 
well as experiences – without implying that there were ready-made solu-
tions to be passed around globally. ‘The workers call their cooperation 
simply “the Alliance” – a grass roots network from slum to slum, from 
pavement to pavement’ (ibid.: 148). Exchanges between communities 
could facilitate the development of  alliances; they could also build the 
communities’ political presence, both locally and beyond. 

This last point was particularly marked in the case of  international 
exchanges, when local people gained the status of  ‘international experts’. 
‘With an international exchange,’ Patel et al. argued, ‘community leaders 
from another country are invited to receptions with senior politicians 
and to media interviews.’ And as ‘the international guests are drawn 
into local activities, political opportunities arise for the host community’ 
(Patel et al. 240). Clearly there is nothing automatically transformative 
about the outcomes, as the discussion of  the potential limitations as well 
as the potential benefits of  external resources illustrated in Chapter 3. 
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The point that was being emphasized by SPARC here was simply that 
such exchanges could open political spaces and mobilize resources as well 
as providing opportunities for the development of  solidarity, both locally 
and beyond. International community exchanges, it has been argued, 
‘have grown into a movement of  solidarity and mutual understanding 
between the urban poor’ (Patel and Mitlin 2002: 129). 

In 1988 SPARC became one of  the founding NGOs of  the Asian 
Coalition for Housing Rights (ACHR) and it was through this coalition 
that ‘SPARC began to share the methodology of  exchanges with other 
NGOs and community-based organisations in Asia’ (Patel et al. 2001: 
237). By the 1990s, SPARC had also begun a programme of  exchanges 
with communities working with a South African NGO, People’s Dialogue 
on Land and Shelter, set up to support networking among squatter com-
munities and people living in informal settlements. This was the basis for 
the development of  the Shack/Slum Dwellers International in 1996. 

As Face-to-face, an ACHR publication, commented, 

Until a few years ago, these kinds of  exchanges between poor people 
were rare. There are now increasing numbers of  poor community 
groups moving around visiting each other – in their own cities and 
countries and in other countries. And an increasing number of  sup-
port organisations are hustling to make this possible. In some circles, 
eyebrows go up at this penetration into privileges that have traditionally 
been the preserve of  professionals. But more and more development 
activists are welcoming this newly expanding and increasingly systematic 
horizontal exchange process as a new development tool – a poor people’s 
pedagogy. (Face-to-face 2000: 10) 

Successful exchanges required careful planning, setting out to explore 
key questions that had already emerged on the basis of  action on the 
ground. ‘Exchange is based on a foundation of  activism on the ground’ 
(ibid.: 10) if  it is to be genuinely valuable, rather than a more general 
fact-finding mission, before anything has been happening on the ground. 
It was essential to send a balanced group, with women as well as men, 
more experienced activists as well as ‘first-timers’, to avoid creating a 
hierarchy of  those with international experiences. While people needed 
time to adapt to new cultures, ten days was plenty long enough – two 
weeks maximum. Otherwise fatigue would set in – and activists would be 
diverted too long, away from local action. Finally, Face-to-face concluded, 
‘exchanges should be an extension of  the ongoing process’ if  they were 
to strengthen the ongoing work. ‘Participants must take exchange for 
what it is – no more and no less an exposure to new things, from which 
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each individual and each community must themselves decide what to 
use’ (ibid.: 10).

The main focus of  the SDI has been upon supporting local action and 
struggles for land and infrastructure, and for co-operative development 
initiatives, including savings groups. While much of  the focus has been 
local, however, there has been a global dimension, it has been argued. 
These exchanges had strengthened groups’ capacities ‘to deal with what 
is oppressive and exploitative within their local environment’ and also 
contributed to wider learning and the creation of  knowledge about 
the possibilities of  alternative approaches (Patel et al. 2001: 239). In 
addition, Patel et al. suggested, through international exchanges, local 
communities could develop the knowledge and skills to argue for policy 
changes, whether within their national contexts or beyond, internation-
ally. International travel as well as the development of  electronic com-
munications have ‘enabled a movement of  autonomous savings groups 
to define themselves and help their predominantly female members to 
secure housing, land, improved incomes and better lives for their chil-
dren’ (ibid.: 245). 

While much of  the focus has been upon South–South exchanges, 
people-to-people exchanges have not been confined to the South. Patel 
et al. quoted Gaventa’s conclusion, based upon exchanges between work-
ers in the South and in the United States: ‘[We] increasingly found an 
inter-relationship between issues upon which we worked and those of  
other countries’ (Gaventa, quoted in ibid.: 244). In 2000, the Department 
for International Development in London hosted an ‘urban community 
exchange’ meeting, which shared reflections on the benefits of  com-
munity exchanges, with contributions from India and southern Africa, 
illustrating the benefits of  people-to-people exchanges. 

In addition to a range of  donors (invited to adjust their policies to take 
account of  these lessons), the meeting was also attended by representa-
tives from UK organizations, plus interested individuals, including the 
author. Following this up, I pursued materials on the experiences of  UK 
organizations and groups that had been involved in these processes of  
international exchanges, collecting reports on their visits and speaking 
with individuals involved. The Groundswell Project, based in London, 
was a case in point. 

As the Groundswell Project explained, in a publication, Learning for 
Social Change: Sharing Information and Experience, the project had been 
established in 1996 ‘to promote practical solutions that involve homeless 
people for tackling homelessness and social exclusion. Groundswell is a 
loose network of  groups with diverse interests coming together around 
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a common set of  values’ (Learning for Social Change n.d.: 73). Since 1996 
Groundswell had developed partnerships with community activists and 
educators from a number of  countries, including India, South Africa, 
Pakistan, Zimbabwe and Thailand. ‘Inspiration from India and South 
Africa came through stories of  community processes in practice,’ 
Groundswell commented – quoting from visitors from SPARC, India 
and from People’s Dialogue, South Africa – while recognizing that 
what works in one place could not simply be transplanted, wholesale, 
to another (ibid.: 74). 

In January 2000, Groundswell hosted a three-day exchange meeting 
between sixty-four homeless and ex-homeless people from the Ground-
swell UK network and leading community members from the National 
Slum Dwellers’ Federation in India, the South African Homeless People’s 
Federation and the Zimbabwe Homeless People’s Federation (organiza-
tions also represented at the donors’ meeting). The report described 
the initial discussions as inspiring, as the international visitors told their 
stories. Over the course of  the meetings, new ideas were explored (in-
cluding ideas about the relevance of  developing a UK Homeless People’s 
Federation too). The process was challenging for all involved, the report 
concluded, leading people ‘to question what, why and how they are 
doing what they are doing’ (ibid.: 6). Finally, the participants prepared 
for their meeting with government representatives, which was opened 
with a statement reflecting their enhanced collective confidence, putting 
across the common position they had managed to negotiate, despite the 
range of  views involved. On the basis of  their subsequent reflections, 
Groundswell prepared a resource pack, to facilitate such exchanges and 
campaigning elsewhere in the UK.

The following January (2001) Groundswell organized for a group of  
homeless and ex-homeless people from the UK to visit SPARC, Mahila 
Milan and the NSDF in India. One of  the most powerful elements of  our 
trip, they concluded, was the sharing of  people’s stories and experiences 
with the slum dwellers, pointing to their enhanced understanding of  the 
similarities in the causes of  homelessness, despite the more immediately 
obvious differences in basic conditions.

For the UK group, the work of  the NSDF and Mahila Milan had been 
extremely inspiring, and it was surprising and exciting for participants 
both from the UK and India to discover that they shared many common 
experiences … We learned not only about the NSDF and Mahila Milan, 
but also about ourselves and our strengths and to have confidence in our 
ability to lead by example. (ibid.: 10)
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The Indian trip was described as mind-blowing. The Indians seemed 
to take the view that since government could not be relied on, people 
had to get on with it themselves – whether that involved collecting 
statistics to counter official statistics, which understated the problems, or 
taking direct action to solve the problems – building facilities or organ-
izing co-operative credit schemes, for example. The Indians’ spirit was 
described as amazing. Organizing the ten-day trip had been challenging, 
from getting the group together and dealing with practical issues such 
as obtaining passports and visas, to organizing the feedback process 
afterwards. But this had all been worthwhile, participants concluded. 

Reflecting on the whole experience, one of  the participants began by 
commenting on the differences between Mumbai and the other Indian 
settlements they visited, in contrast with British cities. Indian slums and 
informal settlements tended to have their own forms of  social organiza-
tion (often based upon migrants’ areas of  origin and/or occupation). 
Co-operative savings schemes took off, in these contexts, where there 
were histories of  trust. This contrasted with the situation in Britain, 
where homeless people had found it harder to organize in this way, 
although there had been some developments in this direction, perhaps, 
in places like ‘Cardboard City’, Waterloo, or Lincoln’s Inn Fields (two 
informal settlements in London which had both been subsequently 
forcibly cleared). 

While the context was very different, however, there had been some 
exploration of  the common causes of  homelessness. They had identified 
common structural factors, such as the lack of  work in the home base 
of  origin, which drove people to migrate to cities in search of  a liveli-
hood, and there were comparable issues relating to land and property 
development processes. In addition, both UK and Indian groups identified 
common causes of  a more personal kind, problems such as domestic 
violence, drugs and alcohol abuse, problems also linked with poverty, 
unemployment and personal despair. 

The context in Mumbai was particularly relevant though, not only 
in relation to the factors involved in homelessness, but also in terms of  
the specific factors that made for the spaces that could be opened up, 
politically and in relation to the development of  alternative policies. In 
the past, this participant commented, the dominant policy had simply 
been to bulldoze informal settlements (as described in the novel A Fine 
Balance by Rohan Mistry, set in the 1970s, he explained). Subsequent 
political regimes might have been more fundamentalist, but the Hindi 
Party had more favourable attitudes towards slum dwellers, who included 
traditional peoples as well as migrants to the city, it was suggested. By 
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the mid-1980s, then, there had been some shift in policy, and this opened 
up more space for slum dwellers and pavement dwellers to press for their 
needs to be met. And there was, in addition, a history of  co-operative 
savings schemes among women, a history that could be built upon. This 
was very different, he pointed out, from the situation in Britain.

Sharing experiences and telling stories had been a very powerful 
experience, he felt. Through the trip, the participants had come together 
as a group. People found they had a great deal in common. These experi-
ences were being shared subsequently, through report-backs and follow-
up events in other British cities. The wider structural issues, including 
the issues relating to land and property development markets, were also 
being explored – although some groups (including travellers) found these 
easier to grapple with than others did. More generally, though, involve-
ment in one type of  issue or campaign tended to lead to involvement 
in others. Most of  those who went to India had already been involved 
in some of  the wider issues and debates, he thought. But the process of  
the exchange had stimulated further interest in wider networking and 
campaigning. ‘It’s a process, not a one-off  event,’ he concluded.

Finally, he added some reflections about the roles of  professionals. 
Professionals had tended to monopolize such opportunities for exchange 
visits in the past, and ‘people at the bottom also need space to do it’. 
While emphasizing the importance of  involving local community activ-
ists, however, he was clear that professional support was key. The issue 
was how to work with professionals without professionals taking over. 
SPARC was a positive model here, he reflected, because they did work 
with people rather than for them, enabling and facilitating rather than 
controlling the process. 

Towards new ways of sharing insider and outsider learning
SPARC developed people-to-people exchanges as a strategy – opening 

up spaces for learning and critical reflection, spaces that had tended 
to be dominated by professionals rather than community activists. 
This had been identified as a problem in local contexts – and an even 
greater problem at the global level. ‘When professionals are agents of  
change, the locus of  learning is taken away from the community, or is 
never invested within it,’ it was argued (Patel et al. 2001: 236). Through 
people-to-people exchanges, in contrast, local people could develop their 
own knowledge and analytical skills, together with the confidence to 
challenge professional experts and consultants and begin to hold them 
accountable, developing ‘a movement of  solidarity and mutual under-
standing’ internationally (Patel and Mitlin 2002: 129). 
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The point was absolutely not to reject professional expertise per se, 
or to assume that all relevant knowledge and critical understanding was 
already present in communities of  squatters and pavement dwellers. 
Rather, ‘SPARC has sought to explore how professionals might work in 
partnership with the urban poor to support community driven processes 
of  change’ (ibid.: 133). Mosse’s emphasis upon the need for an ‘under-
standing of  social relationships and social processes’ was reinforced by 
the experiences of  SPARC, they argued (ibid.: 134). 

Clearly no methodology was automatically empowering, they con-
cluded. Some of  the potential hazards have already been raised, including 
the potential distance that could arise between the travellers and those 
who had not had the opportunity to travel (Cockburn 2000). But Patel 
and Mitlin concluded that the evidence was positive overall. The use of  
community exchanges through a loose federation of  local organizations 
appeared ‘to have offered something tangible to thousands of  local com-
munities across southern Africa and Asia’ (Patel and Mitlin 2002: 135). 

In addition, homeless people’s organizations have succeeded in having 
an increasing impact on the policy process internationally. As the move-
ment has developed, their networking has become increasingly effective 
both in gaining recognition via international forums and in building on 
this recognition to pressure governments in parallel. Homeless Inter-
national’s website includes evidence of  precisely such developments. 
For example, SDI, participated in the inaugural meeting of  the United 
Nations Committee on Human Settlements (UNCHS) as UN-Habitat, 
a full UN programme launched in Nairobi in 2002. SDI attended with 
seventy representatives from all over Asia, Africa and Latin America, 
giving as well as attending workshops. As the website explained, like 
Homeless International, SDI have been part of  UN processes since the 
start of  UNCHS, attending the ‘five years on’ meeting in New York in 
2001, reminding practitioners from all over the world, by their presence, 
that those directly concerned must be involved in order that solutions 
might work.

There are potential implications here for professionals and their 
learning as well as for community activists and the organizations that 
support them, locally and internationally. Professionals also need to be 
supported in learning to work in new ways, in the global context, includ-
ing learning via international exchanges. For instance, the Turning Point 
Education, Training and Consultancy Organization (based at Goldsmiths, 
University of  London) is a voluntary organization that provides educa-
tion and training in community and youth work, enabling community 
activists and volunteers to gain professional qualifications. International 
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exchange visits are a key component – and ten study visits have been 
organized since Turning Point was established in 1978 – to Morocco, 
Greece, Tunisia, Egypt, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Mexico, South 
Africa, the Philippines and Brazil. 

As the report on the tenth visit to Brazil explained, the theme, 
as agreed with the Brazilian hosts, was ‘understanding the lives and 
aspirations of  the peoples in Brazil and establishing links to the inter-
national communities’ (Turning Point 2001: i). The aim was a two-week 
programme ‘that focused on mutual learning through dialogue with 
our various counterparts and partners in Brazil’ (ibid.: ii), including the 
objective of  exchanging ‘ideas and experiences to enrich their own and 
colleagues’ work practices’ to work for ‘equality and empowerment, 
and development; capacity building, economic growth and civil society’. 
Community development and youth workers should be enabled to gain 
greater understanding of  ‘the needs of  people from an international 
[perspective]’, including understanding issues such as structural adjust-
ment and debt (ibid.).

The group from Turning Point – a culturally diverse group, twenty-
four in total – included students, together with experienced community 
and youth workers, tutors and members of  the organization’s manage-
ment board. Their hosts were non-profit organizations in Salvador, Brazil, 
an arrangement resulting from careful preparation, to ensure a match, 
mirroring work in the UK. Key themes in both countries included chal-
lenging racism and sexism and working with young people, responding 
to their love of  art, music and dance. 

The evaluation was very positive, overall. Group members empha-
sized their learning, including their learning about the political context 
as well as their learning about community and youth work in Brazil. 
There were comments, too, about the lessons in terms of  ‘inspiration 
and solidarity’ with particular appreciation of  the strength and deter-
mination of  Afro-Brazilians on race and community issues. While all 
the projects visited were appreciated, however, time was identified as 
a problem – trying to pack so much into two weeks was difficult. And 
some participants felt that they would have liked to have contributed 
more in return. The projects’ preparation was praised, but some felt: 
‘we should have done more practical things with some of  the projects 
… Sometimes we just took not gave’ (ibid.: Appendix i). 

The Brazilian hosts agreed that although there had been an impor-
tant exchange around the nature of  community work in Brazil and the 
UK, there could have been a more detailed exchange. In future, it was 
suggested, an ‘ambassador’ could go first, to brief  the hosts about their 
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guests. This would, it was hoped, result in fuller and more meaning-
ful exchanges of  information when the full group arrived. For a ‘true 
exchange to occur’, the hosts concluded, ‘it would be important for 
host organisations here to have the chance to visit your community, see 
your everyday reality, and personally see the places where you do your 
work’. More practically, the hosts also commented on their interest in 
developing possible partnerships in the North. ‘The extreme difficulties 
which we face whilst carrying out our work makes it difficult not to 
look to organisations arriving from the “First World” as having some 
possibility of  helping us or make contact with organisations that could 
provide funding, otherwise open up possible partnerships’ (ibid.: Ap-
pendix v).

The following year a group from Salvador, Brazil, did visit London, 
on a return exchange, a visit also very much appreciated by hosts as 
well as guests. The Brazilians commented in particular on the value 
of  visiting communities with shared roots, and learning about black 
community arts in London. 

Reflecting on some of  the lessons overall, colleagues emphasized the 
importance of  the intensive preparatory work that went on beforehand 
as well as the importance of  the post-trip discussions. This exchange had 
been carefully integrated into the students’ overall learning, providing 
stimulating opportunities for exchanging views on competing theories 
as well as for exchanging views on practical working methods in the 
different contexts. There are parallels here with the conclusions of  the 
homeless people’s exchanges, similarly emphasizing the importance of  
careful preparation and debriefing. There are parallels, too, with their 
conclusions about the potential value of  these exchanges in terms of  
raising profiles locally. Similar conclusions were drawn about the assist-
ance of  the visit in raising the host’s profile within Brazilian society.

Meanwhile, the same year, there was also a study visit from one 
of  the hosts from the previous visit to the Philippines, a visitor from 
a network of  NGOs responding to the conflict in Mindanao, the sec-
ond largest island in the Philippines, by working to build linkages and 
solidarity, both in Mindanao and abroad. As this visit demonstrated, 
community-to-community exchanges can facilitate political understand-
ing and promote solidarity internationally, as well as locally, providing 
lessons for professionals as well as for community activists.



7  |  Globalization and gender: new threats, new 
strategies 

Through people-to-people exchanges, social movements were strength-
ened locally and pressures developed for wider policy changes, inter-
nationally. This chapter focuses upon the complementary ingredient 
for the development of  social movements, the essential contribution of  
analysis and critical reflection. Whether locally or globally, as Weeks, 
Hoatson and Dixon have argued, on the basis of  Australian experiences, 
social movements need to engage in these, if  they are to challenge the 
dominant economic or social boundaries, the ‘almost totalising mantra’ 
of  the World Bank and the OECD (Weeks et al. 2003). 

This chapter starts by summarizing debates on women and devel-
opment and strategies to challenge gender inequalities in the context 
of  globalization. Feminism has a history of  campaigning for women’s 
rights across national borders, providing support and inspiration through 
international connections, as the campaign for women’s right to vote 
demonstrated in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998). More recently, in the last decades of  the twentieth 
century second-wave feminists succeeded in getting women’s issues on 
to international agendas, symbolized and taken forward via the Decade 
for Women (1976–85) following the UN Women’s Conference in 1975. 
Discrimination against women was officially challenged, internationally 
(Young 1993), and this potentially strengthened the position of  feminists 
campaigning at the national level.

While there have been significant achievements, however, there are 
continuing dilemmas for feminists. Women are not necessarily in a posi-
tion to benefit from enhanced legal rights if  they lack the economic 
means, or the access to key services such as education, to enable them 
to benefit in practice (Molyneux and Razavi 2002). Meanwhile, more 
recently, there have been potential challenges, attempts to reduce even 
these hard-won gains, with increasing pressure from extreme social 
conservatives and fundamentalists in the current global scenario. 

There have also been efforts to promote mainstreaming within the 
context of  neoliberal policy agendas more generally. But mainstreaming 
does not necessarily guarantee that women benefit, effectively, from 
mainstream services. On the contrary, if  mainstream social services are 
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being reduced, as part of  wider strategies to roll back the state, women 
may experience additional pressures to provide social care themselves 
– unpaid. Targeting mainstream services – another characteristic feature 
of  neoliberal policy agendas – focuses on meeting the needs of  the 
poorest. Since many of  the world’s poorest people are female, targeting 
has been presented as being of  benefit to women. But not all women 
are located within the poorest households and women may be treated 
unequally in less poor households, too (Pearson 1998; Elson 2002), just 
as they may suffer from rape, domestic violence, bride burning or lack 
of  reproductive choice (Sen 1997). Tackling gender inequality is not only 
a matter of  tackling poverty, globally ( Jackson 1998) – although gender 
inequality does need to be addressed in the context of  campaigning for 
justice on a global scale. 

Having set out these debates on gender justice internationally, in the 
context of  globalization, this chapter focuses on the case of  Development 
Alternatives for Women for a New Era (DAWN). DAWN is a feminist 
network of  women activists, scholars, researchers and policy-makers 
from the South, committed to alternative approaches to economic 
development based upon social justice, peace and freedom from all 
forms of  oppression by gender and by class, race and nation (Taylor 
2000). The network brings together shared theoretical analyses rooted in 
political economy. In addition, DAWN analyses and shares experiences 
of  policies in practice, country by country and region by region. On the 
basis of  these theoretical analyses and detailed policy research DAWN 
challenges global policies and campaigns for alternatives. 

DAWN’s approach complements the approaches explored in the 
previous chapter. Both approaches have contributed to campaigns for 
policy changes internationally, with varying ways of  linking theory and 
practice, critical analysis rooted in experiential learning on the ground. 
DAWN combines the local with the global, too, illustrating the continu-
ing relevance of  local and national policies in the global context.

Women, development and globalization: differing approaches
Globalization and the accompanying spatial reorganization of  eco-

nomic activities have created new gender hierarchies, it has been argued, 
hierarchies ‘which are intensified through class, ethnic and national mem-
bership’ (Young 2001: 33). Women have been identified among the most 
exploited labour of  the sweatshops of  the global factories, prime victims 
of  the processes of  capitalist globalization. And neoliberal economic 
policies have been held responsible for transforming the public policy 
environment in ways detrimental to women (Elson 2002). 
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On the other hand, capitalist globalization has opened opportunities 
for paid labour (however poorly paid). Although employment cannot 
simply be equated with empowerment, these opportunities have, in some 
contexts, increased the scope for women to challenge patriarchal social 
relations (Pearson and Jackson 1998: 11). The processes of  capitalist 
globalization have not been entirely negative or beyond contestation. 
It is not theoretically helpful, nor does it promote political action by or 
for women, it has been argued, ‘to turn into frightened rabbits when 
confronting the “snake” of  globalization’ (Young 2001: 46). Far from 
remaining passive victims, women have been actively developing strat-
egies to defend their interests both as women and as workers (Pearson 
1998) and to challenge their oppression, globally as well as locally. 

The nature of  this oppression has been the subject of  varying in-
terpretations, however. The facts might seem relatively clear. As the 
Human Development Report of  the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme pointed out in 1999, no country treated its women as well as 
its men, according to measures of  factors such as life expectancy, wealth 
and education (UNDP 1999). As Nussbaum has summarized women’s 
position: ‘women in much of  the world lack support for fundamental 
functions of  a human life. They are less well nourished than men, less 
healthy, more vulnerable to physical violence and sexual abuse. They 
are much less likely than men to be literate, and still less likely to have 
pre-professional or technical education’ let alone enjoy full and effectively 
enforceable legal and political rights (Nussbaum 2002: 45).

But facts are not necessarily clear – nor do they speak for themselves. 
It has been widely assumed, for instance, that 70 per cent of  the world’s 
poor are women. Once such a statistic has been quoted, it may be 
quoted again and again, whether or not the figure was soundly based 
in the first place (Momsen 2002). Similar points have been made about 
the assumption that a third of  the world’s households are headed by 
women, typically poor women, or that this proportion is necessarily 
increasing – the reality being more complex, it has been argued, with 
increases in some places but not in others (ibid.). 

If  the facts have been in dispute, so have the varying theoretical 
assumptions drawn upon for their interpretation. There is not the 
space here to develop the discussion of  differing perspectives within 
feminism, from concepts of  male dominance and patriarchy – with 
overtones of  universality, across differing social and cultural contexts 
– to postmodernist approaches that emphasize cultural relativism – sug-
gesting Western/Northern feminism is at best irrelevant, if  not actually 
damaging, a form of  cultural imperialism, imposing white middle-class 
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women’s individualistic demands on women with very different priori-
ties and values in the South. Traditionally, Marxist feminists emphasized 
economic factors, recognizing the significance of  class as well as gender, 
and stressing the importance of  women’s access to paid employment, 
while liberal feminists placed greater emphasis upon the importance of  
women’s legal and political rights. And post-structuralist feminists have 
debated varying approaches to the analysis of  power and domination, 
exploring the different ways in which women, as active agents rather 
than passive victims, have bargained and carved out spaces in the house-
hold sphere (Kandiyoti 1998). While these approaches have refined our 
understanding of  household dynamics and gender relations, however, 
there seems no obvious way, in Kandiyoti’s view, ‘to bridge the gap 
between theories of  gender and feminist social practice, especially in 
the field of  gender and development. A suspension of  judgement about 
our most central assumption, renewed each time we encounter a new 
social context, may be salutary’ (ibid.: 147). 

This conclusion reinforces the continuing importance of  critical re-
flection and theoretical analysis. As the following summary illustrates, 
women’s issues have been raised in recent decades with varying implica-
tions for policies in practice. As Thandika Mkandawire, Director of  the 
United Nations Research Institute of  Social Developmen, commented, 
in 2002, the 1980s and 1990s saw revitalized debate over democratic and 
participatory governance, a context in which

women’s movements flourished as strong advocates of  women’s rights 
and attained a considerable number of  legal and institutional advances. 
And yet the last two decades of  the twentieth century also saw the 
ascendance of  neoliberal agendas in many parts of  the world, with 
regressive social and economic consequences. This has placed signifi-
cant constraints on the substantiation of  human rights in general, and 
women’s rights in particular. (Mkandawire:  Preface v)

As the following summary also illustrates, it has not only been liberal 
feminist agendas that have been taken up, to a greater or lesser extent, 
within neoliberal development strategies. Populist concerns have also 
been met with neoliberal policy responses, with increasing emphasis 
upon participation and self-help. But this has effectively meant that wom-
en’s unpaid labour has been required to compensate for the mainstream 
services that have been reduced, as a result of  these same neoliberal 
strategies. 
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From ‘Women in Development’ to ‘Gender and Development’
In summary, the resurgence of  second-wave feminism in the North 

began to impact upon development debates in the 1970s. There was 
pressure on particular governments (including the USA) and there was 
increasing pressure on the United Nations system, including pressure 
from Scandinavian NGOs. It was in response to these pressures that 
the UN designated 1975 as the International Year of  Women, with a 
Women’s Conference on the themes of  Equality, Development and 
Peace, followed by the UN Decade for Women, from 1976–85 (Young 
1993). While much of  the impetus was to rest with national governments, 
to set up structures to address women’s issues, this was to be within the 
broad framework of  international support and the growth of  a number 
of  international women’s NGOs and networks. As Young concluded, 
even if  the development industry was not significantly changed, ‘the 
UN’s promotion of  the issue gave a considerable fillip to the women 
involved’ (ibid.: 29). 

Then as now, feminists had varying perspectives, and differing pri-
orities for policy agendas. There was a predominant emphasis at this 
period, however: that of  Women in Development  (Moser 1993; Young 
1993). Women in Development has been described as an ‘add-on’ to 
mainstream policy and planning practice. The broad aim was to ‘bring’ 
or ‘integrate’ women into the planning process (Moser 1993: 4). Planners 
and policy-makers had been affected by gender blindness, it was argued, 
failing to understand that women had key roles as farmers as well as 
wives and mothers, or failing to recognize that development projects 
that involved women’s input could actually increase the burdens on 
already overworked women. 

Women in both North and South engaged in research and publica-
tions, as well as lobbying to challenge these gender-blind assumptions and 
to provide the evidence to argue for more positive policy responses. But 
these responses tended to be limited to ‘add-on’ initiatives such as sup-
port for small-scale income-generating activities, with a particular focus 
on projects to help poor women to provide more effectively for their 
families, as part of  the wider focus on tackling poverty. Although women 
were raising demands for gender-equity as well as gender-awareness and 
meeting basic needs (Moser 1993), most donors and more traditional 
NGOs preferred not to engage directly with more challenging aspects 
of  women’s oppression, unequal relations between women and men and 
the ways in which these relationships were being affected by structural 
processes of  change, internationally as well as locally (ibid.). Many Third 
World governments were similarly uninterested in addressing these 
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more challenging aspects, believing that Western-exported feminism 
was ethnocentric and irrelevant if  not actually divisive, labelling Third 
World socialists and feminists as ‘bourgeois imperialist sympathizers’ 
(Moser 1993: 67). 

Mainstream Women in Development has been categorized as lying 
‘squarely within the framework of  what has been called liberal feminist 
theory’ (Young 1993: 129). The underlying premise was that women are 
rational individuals seeking to maximize their interests – but are disad-
vantaged in doing so as a result of  their restricted access to economic, 
social and political life. The policy implications of  liberal feminism 
have been characterized as focusing on the removal of  such legal and 
institutional barriers for women, making the economic and social system 
more ‘user-friendly’ for women. Meanwhile, liberal feminists hoped that 
economic development and modernization would widen opportunities 
and dissolve some of  the grosser forms of  patriarchal belief  systems 
more generally. 

Critics of  Women in Development have pointed to its failure to chal-
lenge the underlying processes of  development in a more fundamental 
way, or indeed to challenge gender relations more fundamentally either. 
In contrast, Gender and Development was developed as an approach 
that questioned the view that the basic problem was how to integrate 
women into existing structures. On the contrary, it was precisely these 
structures and processes that were giving rise to women’s disadvantage 
– and so were in need of  fundamental change. 

Gender and Development attempted to be holistic, addressing social, 
political and cultural dimensions as well as exploring the ways in which 
the development of  a (global) market economy was impacting upon 
women of  different classes, colours and creeds. While recognizing the 
contribution of  socialist development theories, as an approach, Gender 
and Development was critical of  what was seen as the lack of  value 
given to reproductive work in socialist approaches and the absence of  
structures allowing for challenge and dissent (ibid.). 

In terms of  their policy implications, Women in Development and 
Gender and Development have shared many objectives. Both have em-
phasized the importance of  breaking down the barriers that prevent 
women from gaining an adequate income, for example, and both have 
emphasized the importance of  challenging institutional arrangements 
and attitudes that disadvantage women. But Gender and Development 
has differed from Women in Development in its emphasis upon em-
powering women to challenge the structural causes of  their oppression, 
including the structures of  unequal gender relationships. Whether or not 
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this has made Gender and Development less acceptable to mainstream 
development in practice has been more questionable, perhaps. 

From the 1980s, as neoliberal strategies for development became more 
predominant, there was increasing emphasis upon efficiency. Women in 
Development approaches could contribute to these agendas, it emerged. 
Particularly since the 1980s debt crisis, women’s economic contribution 
was highlighted. In addition to increasing their economic contribution, 
women were also seen ‘primarily in terms of  their capacity to compen-
sate for declining social services by extending their working day’ (Moser 
1993: 70), increasing their triple burden as producers, wives, mothers and 
carers and community volunteers. As Moser concluded, this has been 
very popular as an approach with organizations such as the World Bank, 
although these assumptions have also been widely criticized from fem-
inist perspectives. The efficiency approach, she concluded, ‘relies heavily 
on the elasticity of  women’s labour in both their reproductive and com-
munity managing roles. It only meets practical gender needs at the cost 
of  longer working hours and increased unpaid work’ and ‘because of  the 
reductions in resource allocations, it also results in a serious reduction in 
the practical gender needs met’ (i.e. via mainstream services) (ibid.: 73). 

Gender and Development approaches, with their emphasis upon 
empowering women to challenge the causes as well as the symptoms 
of  their oppression, would seem generally less adaptable to the re-
quirements of  neoliberal policy agendas. Gender and Development 
approaches were taking a more positive view of  the state, too, seeing 
this as a potential locus of  support for women, providing essential health 
and welfare services (Young 1993). In practice, however, although Gen-
der and Development approaches have been, at least to some extent, 
mainstreamed, no approach has been beyond the scope of  pressures 
from neoliberal policy agendas overall. 

The logic of  Gender and Development approaches was to address 
male–female power relations rather than just adding women’s projects 
on to existing development agendas. This implied mainstreaming, or 
indeed ‘menstreaming’, recognizing the central importance of  men and 
masculinities. Projects to tackle issues of  reproductive health, including 
projects to promote safer sex, for example, require men as well as women 
to change their behaviour. As women themselves have commented, ‘It’s 
not just enough to change women. We need to change men as well, 
and analyse masculinity and change it’ (Chant and Gutmann 2000: 39). 
Women are not always the losers, it has been argued, either, and projects 
that focus upon meeting women’s needs risk producing a backlash from 
men (Chant and Gutmann 2002). 
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Key agencies, including the World Bank as well as NGOs, have 
been convinced by these types of  argument. The extent to which 
these commitments have been implemented in practice has been more 
questionable, however. The reality, at the turn of  the century, accord-
ing to a former funder of  the Oxfam Gender Unit, was that Gender 
and Development was still ‘peripheral not core’ (Chant and Gutmann 
2000: 10). Key agencies like the World Bank were espousing Gender and 
Development objectives in principle while slipping back, in practice, to 
targeting projects for women, more reminiscent of  Women in Develop-
ment approaches. Unless women are empowered to move beyond this 
‘project-trap’, feminists have argued, ‘and to take part in the making of  
policy where key decisions about resource allocation are taken, they will 
always be a residual category in development’ (Kabeer 1999: 43). 

As Pearson has pointed out, feminists face a series of  paradoxes 
here. The enthusiasm for ‘gender rather than women in development 
approaches signals not just a change in language or a depoliticising 
of  the field’ (Pearson 1998: 5). Development policy and practice 
had become ‘infused with gender’ (ibid.) – even if  the rhetoric was 
stronger than the reality. Meanwhile, in contrast, neoliberal strategies 
were resulting in the reduction and reorganization of  social services 
and increasing pressures on women to provide alternatives – unpaid. 
Pearson concluded that these paradoxes and uncertainties provided 
‘an opportunity for, rather than a failure of, gender analysis’ (ibid.). 
Theoretical analysis was more essential than ever, at the turn of  the 
century, if  feminists were to campaign effectively in this complex and 
contradictory global context. 

Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN): 
critical feminist perspectives from the South

DAWN has been credited with having made the best articulation of  
the empowerment approach (Moser 1993). This network of  women 
from the South – actively engaged in feminist research and working for 
equitable, gender-just and sustainable development – was launched at 
the United Nations Third World Conference of  Women in Nairobi in 
1985 (Bunch et al. 2001). This was a timely intervention, and one that 
attracted enormous interest – some 2,000 women attended the DAWN 
workshops in Nairobi (Stienstra 2000). This was a period in which there 
were increasing criticisms of  the approaches that had been predominant 
in the previous decade, focusing as these did upon integrating women 
into existing structures and processes of  development. By 1984, when 
the DAWN network was forming and planning its input to the Nairobi 
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conference, the inadequacies of  such approaches had become increas-
ingly apparent. 

‘We are now more aware of  the need to question in a more funda-
mental way the underlying processes of  development into which we 
have been attempting to integrate women,’ they argued (Sen and Grown 
1987, quoted in Young 1993: 133). 

Throughout the Decade (The UN Decade for Women) it has been 
implicit that women’s main problem in the Third World has been insuf-
ficient participation in an otherwise benevolent process of  growth and 
development. Increasing women’s participation and improving their 
shares in resources, land, employment and income relative to men were 
seen as both necessary and sufficient to effect dramatic changes in their 
economic and social position. Our experiences now lead us to challenge 
this belief. (ibid.)

DAWN set out to analyse the conditions of  the world’s women and 
to formulate a vision of  an alternative future, a world where inequality 
based on class, gender and race is absent from every country and from 
relationships among countries.

We want a world where basic needs become basic rights and where 
poverty and all forms of  violence are eliminated. Each person will have 
the opportunity to develop her or his full potential and creativity, and 
women’s values of  nurturance and solidarity will characterize human re-
lationships. In such a world women’s reproductive role will be redefined: 
childcare will be shared by men, women and society as a whole. (DAWN 
1985, quoted in Moser 1993: 75)

This was a vision of  an alternative future informed by political economy, 
drawing upon socialist approaches as well as feminist concerns.

Although DAWN was independent of  any particular political party or 
parties, the collapse of  the former USSR and Eastern and Central Euro-
pean socialist states at the turn of  the 1990s presented challenges. Impli-
citly, if  not explicitly, socialism had been seen to represent an alternative 
development future (providing that previous inadequacies, especially 
inadequacies in relation to feminist agendas, could be remedied). The 
‘new world order’ of  the post-1989 situation required some rethinking. 

The outcome of  DAWN’s analysis of  this ‘new world order’ was to 
focus upon the international economic system, globalization and the 
impact of  the neoliberal strategies that were now being presented as the 
only way forward, globally. DAWN decided to tackle the predominance 
of  neoliberal agendas head on. The strategy that DAWN developed from 
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the 1990s centred upon contributing to key international events such as 
the International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo, 
in 1994, the World Summit on Social Development in Copenhagen in 
1995 (including the recall conference in Geneva in 2000) and the Fourth 
World Women’s Conference in Beijing in 1995. DAWN focused on re-
searching and critically analysing capitalist globalization as neoliberal 
strategies have been impacting upon women in different countries – and 
relating this analysis to the specific policy concerns of  the international 
event in question. DAWN has researched the impact of  the debt crisis 
on women, for example, as well as focusing on environmental sustain-
ability, militarism, reproductive health and rights (including HIV/AIDS) 
and political restructuring in the context of  the increasing marketization 
of  governance. 

DAWN does plan ahead, taking account of  key events coming up 
internationally and preparing evidence to put to these. But the approach 
is also flexible and organic. If  an important unexpected event comes 
up, then DAWN will respond, if  it can, even if  this was not previously 
in the work schedule.

Although DAWN’s analysis has been developed by academics and 
researchers, this has been rooted in the experiences of  poor women in the 
South. By introducing this analysis that ‘related the daily experiences of  
women to colonial relations between countries and the macroeconomic 
policy framework’, it has been argued, ‘DAWN gave women a new 
way of  viewing global processes and development issues’ (Bunch et al. 
2001: 224). DAWN has specifically focused upon linking the micro and 
the macro, holistically, highlighting the connections between women’s 
daily lives and the wider economic, social, cultural and political frame-
work. This approach, it has been suggested, has transformed debates 
on women in development, and helped to mobilize women worldwide 
into a political constituency (ibid.). 

DAWN has developed this global role from relatively small beginnings, 
organizationally. Following the successful launch in Nairobi, DAWN’s 
founders organized a meeting in Rio to launch an ongoing programme 
of  research and advocacy. A steering committee was established with a 
secretariat based first in Bangalore, India, then in Rio de Janeiro, Bra-
zil, next at the University of  the West Indies and more recently, from 
1998, at the University of  the South Pacific in Fiji. This rotation of  the 
secretariat’s base has been explained as having been set up to ensure 
that ‘different regions of  the South will benefit from its analysis and 
advocacy work and that DAWN will eventually earn a profile in each 
of  these regions’ (ibid.: 226). 
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The steering committee has members from the different regions of  
the South and regional co-ordinators have responsibility for ensuring that 
there is a strong and effective regional dimension to DAWN’s work – a 
particular feature of  DAWN’s work programme at the beginning of  the 
twenty-first century. As DAWN’s 2001 publicity brochure has explained, 
‘DAWN is emphasising work at the regional level in an effort to extend its 
reach and influence, connect more closely with the priorities of  women’s 
civil society organisations in each region, and help strengthen capacity 
to deal with issues arising from the impacts of  globalisation’. The steer-
ing committee meets once a year. This has been supported financially 
with funding from varying sources such as the Ford Foundation, HIVOS 
(Humanist Institute for Co-operation with Developing Countries), the 
John D. and Christine T. MacArthur Foundation, the Swedish Inter-
national Development Co-operation Agency and the United Nations 
Development Programme. This funding has also enabled DAWN to 
employ a co-ordinator with support in the office. Having more than 
one source of  funding has been important for DAWN, not relying on 
any one funder making it easier to remain independent. 

In addition, research co-ordinators facilitate research and analysis 
and advocacy work on the key themes of  the environment, reproduc-
tive rights and population and alternative economic frameworks in the 
context of  globalization (Bunch et al. 2001). Activists attend regional 
meetings so that the analysis is informed by and linked to advocacy 
and campaigning. These connections between consistent analysis and 
effective organizing have been central to DAWN’s approach – although 
members of  DAWN themselves have also reflected on the difficulties of  
developing and sustaining these links between researchers and women 
working at the grass-roots (DAWN 1990; Stienstra 2000).

Since the mid-1990s, in addition to strengthening its own regional 
links, DAWN has also strengthened its links with other progressive 
networks. From 1996, for instance, DAWN worked with the Structural 
Adjustment Program Review Initiative, an NGO initiative involving a 
wide range of  civil society groups in evaluating World Bank structural ad-
justment programmes (Bunch et al. 2001). DAWN has been credited with 
playing a key role here, ‘at the forefront of  signalling the harmful effects 
of  structural adjustment on women’, alerting women in the North that 
‘this was not simply a Southern’s women’s problem, but one that would 
also reshape the lives of  women in the North’ (Stienstra 2000: 79). 

In addition to collaborating on research and critical analysis, DAWN 
has also collaborated in organizing panels at international events. At 
the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2001, for example, 
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DAWN joined with Latin American feminists to ensure that there were 
feminists in the main forum, in addition to taking part in two discussion 
panels, including the panel on ‘Transparency and Accountability: Gender 
Budgets’. This was organized with REPEM (Red de Educacion Popular 
Entre Mujeres de America Latina y el Caribe) and the United Nations 
Development Fund for Women, to discuss women’s economic rights, 
the invisibility of  non-paid women’s work and an analysis and study of  
national and local budgets (DAWNInforms 2002). 

Similarly, in preparation for the UN World Conference Against 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance 
(held in South Africa in 2001), DAWN drew on the analysis that the 
Women’s International Coalition for Economic Justice was developing, 
as well as referring to UNIFEM’s background paper, exploring the 
ways in which gender subordination may be informed and heightened 
by racism and xenophobia (ibid.). These wider networks and partner-
ships have been important in maximizing the effectiveness of  DAWN’s 
international advocacy work, building a broad alliance to work for the 
reform of  international institutions and international policies. While 
maintaining its critical feminist stance, DAWN has been working from 
the inside, working with international organizations and agencies as 
well as national governments to make an impact in the here and now. 
In addition, networking has been important in strengthening pressures 
on governments to ensure that they live up to whatever commitments 
they are encouraged to make at these international conferences.

In developing this range of  networks, regionally and internationally, 
DAWN has been strategic. There have been issues on which it has been 
possible to work with Northern governments, for example, just as there 
have been issues on which it has been possible to work with Southern 
governments. But DAWN has been mindful of  the need to hold on to its 
own progressive feminist agenda. So, for example, while DAWN has been 
extremely critical of  neoliberal global agendas, DAWN’s research also 
drew attention to the fact that ‘everywhere in the South, anti-feminist 
reactionaries draw strength from the opposition to neoliberalism. If  
the anti-globalisation movement fails to recognise the twin dangers of  
neoliberalism on the one side and fundamentalism on the other,’ the 
DAWN website DAWNInforms continued, ‘it will not address the con-
cerns of  half  of  humanity. If  the choice were between the Republican 
Party in the U.S.’, this article continued, ‘and Afghanistan’s Taliban, as a 
woman, I would take my chances with the Republicans’ (DAWN 2002). 
(DAWN has, of  course, also been concerned to critique Christian funda-
mentalism – as DAWNInforms explained, one of  the highlights of  the 



                        |   

World Social Forum meeting in Porto Alegre in 2001 was the surprise 
demonstration against the conservative Republican Bush administration’s 
then expected attack on abortion rights which would also impact upon 
overseas reproductive health programmes.) 

DAWN has been similarly strategic in building alliances with feminists 
and working with anti-global campaigners in the North as well as in the 
South. At the World Social Summit in Copenhagen, for instance, DAWN 
organized a hugely successful and massively well-attended event, with 
a panel that included poor women from the North. Some men from 
Southern delegations were overheard expressing some surprise when 
they heard about this. What could women from the North possibly 
know about poverty and why on earth were they being given a plat-
form? Also overheard were the most lucid explanations from Southern 
women who had actually attended the event, explaining the common 
underlying causes, rooted in the processes of  globalization, dominated 
as these were by neoliberal policy agendas. 

DAWN has been clear about maintaining feminist perspectives within 
campaigns around globalization. For example, while DAWN was ac-
tively involved in the Women’s Caucus, and there were public events 
running all day, during the ‘Battle of  Seattle’, the daily newspaper that 
was produced by a group of  NGOs failed to provide adequate cover. So 
DAWN’s webpage included some critical reflections on the ways in which 
North/South women’s activities were generally marginalized by the 
male-commanded NGO and social movement resistance in Seattle. 

Commenting on the paradoxes of  working for gender justice with 
social movements, more generally, DAWN’s Southeast Asia co-ordin-
ator reflected: ‘Post-Beijing, DAWN has been active in inter-linking with 
social movements and male-led NGOs in what we refer to as negotiating 
gender in the male-stream.’ DAWN was involved in a range of  global 
groupings and networks including the International Council of  the World 
Social Forum. There were increasing intersections, it was argued, both 
of  analysis and collaboration among the movements for economic 
justice, people-centred social development, and recently for peace, civil 
liberties and democracy. But DAWN was also clear that ‘we are at the 
same time opposing the marking and disciplining of  women’s bodies 
and agencies by fundamentalist communitarian ideologies and resistance 
struggles that, just like the state, turn women into motherhood idols 
and icons’ (DAWNInforms 2002).

On the issue of  partnerships with the private sector, particularly 
transnational corporations (TNCs), or with international trade and 
financial institutions, DAWN has been even more cautious. An article 
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on ‘Perilous Partnerships – with Whom, for Whom’ drew attention 
to some of  the questions that needed to be addressed, in response to 
proposals for partnership initiatives around the World Summit on Sus-
tainable Development in 2002. The type of  partnerships that were to 
be recommended, it had been suggested in contrast, were bottom-up, 
participatory and democratic partnerships/initiatives based on principles 
of  gender justice and human rights. Partnerships locked NGOs into a 
very difficult position, it was argued. ‘On the one hand, they provide 
opportunity to engage in dialogue, which is important. On the other 
hand, they represent a strategy of  control and deliberately gloss over the 
inequalities in power and capacity of  different actors (NGOs and TNCs), 
and use NGO participation to legitimize the claims to democracy in the 
neo-liberal models of  governance’ (DAWNInforms 2002). 

Marketisation of Governance: an example of a DAWN publica-
tion, presenting critical feminist perspectives from the South

DAWN developed its own critical analysis of  these paradoxes facing 
social movements, in the context of  political restructuring, with the 
publication Marketisation of  Governance: Critical Feminist Perspectives from 
the South (Taylor 2000). This publication illustrates DAWN’s approach 
theoretically, applying the insights derived from political economy to 
expose the political dimensions of  economic globalization. In addition, 
the publication illustrates the ways in which DAWN works, building 
upon collective analyses and debates regionally and then disseminating 
the shared conclusions internationally. 

The book was launched at the recall World Social Summit on Social 
Development in Geneva in 2000 to expand the global debate on gov-
ernance, democracy and social development. The Chair of  the United 
Nations Commission on Social Development, Dr Zola Skweyiya, who 
spoke at the launch, commented that DAWN could not have chosen 
a more relevant topic, or a more appropriate venue than Geneva 2000 
for this (DAWNInforms 2002). Explaining the reasons for entering these 
debates, the report co-ordinator pointed out that ‘DAWN and women 
of  the South noticed trends after the collapse of  the Eastern bloc: the 
changed political landscape, the rise of  fundamentalism, the discrediting 
of  state-led development, and the ascendancy of  neo-liberal econom-
ics’ (ibid.). Faced with the resultant fractures and contradictions within 
global institutions, DAWN decided that women of  the South needed 
‘to articulate a vision that would recast the analytic frameworks that 
influence political restructuring’ through a collective process of  reflec-
tion, rooted in ‘the lived experiences of  women from the South’ (ibid.). 
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‘How do we move beyond this mantra of  efficiency, marketisation of  
governance and marketisation of  social justice objectives so that we can 
reclaim the space within global and regional and national arenas that 
will actually be used to bring people who have been marginalised back 
into the centre of  governance?’ (ibid.). 

As a subsequent article on the DAWN website commented, echoing 
some of  the concerns raised by Molyneux and others, one of  the key 
lessons of  recent years was that

while we were busy putting in place de jure rights, formal programmes 
and mechanisms for women (including participatory programmes and 
mechanisms such as participatory Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers) 
we failed to adequately take stock of  how new trends of  marketisation 
and backlash arising from the tensions and ruptures created by global-
isation had systematically eroded the opportunities that allow women, 
especially the poor, to enjoy those de jure rights and freedoms. (DAWN-
Informs 2002)

 ‘The only answer to globalisation’, one panellist at Geneva 2000 had 
already concluded, ‘is the globalisation of  solidarity’ (ibid.) based on 
an alternative critical analysis rooted in the experiences of  women in 
the South.

DAWN had set to work to develop this alternative analysis of  political 
restructuring back in 1996 after intense and rigorous debates around 
the World Social Summit in Copenhagen and the World Conference on 
Women in Beijing. ‘Were we really looking at how to engage within a 
global space that expanded the framework for the attainment of  rights 
of  those people who were previously excluded?’ (Taylor 2000: 3). What 
was the impact of  global governance, in reality, including agreements 
made in the boardroom of  the WTO, and how was all this affecting 
the legitimacy of  the nation-state? ‘While new spaces were opening up 
for critical engagement we had to ensure also that our engagement did 
not diffuse our objectives as a feminist network from the South or lead 
to co-option’ (ibid.).

DAWN obtained funding (from the Heinrich Boll Foundation, Ger-
many) to develop the Political Restructuring and Social Transformation 
(PR and ST) research project. Seminars were organized in the different 
regions in 1999, to debate papers from contributors in that region. The 
outcomes of  these regional debates were then brought together in an 
inter-regional meeting, held in South Africa in February 2000. On the 
basis of  this collective process of  research and critical analysis, the 
final publication, Marketisation of  Governance (ibid.), was produced and 
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launched in Geneva that summer, presenting the experiences as well as 
the analyses of  feminists in the South.

This publication began by unpacking key contradictions in feminists’ 
relationships with the state. The state was being critiqued from the neo-
liberal Right as well as from the Left and by feminists for state failures 
to meet people’s needs. While the neoliberals concluded that the market 
was the best allocator of  goods and services, however, DAWN argued 
that whatever the critique ‘the state is seen as the arbiter of  democracy 
and therefore its role in public policy and action cannot be abolished. 
Neither can it be left to the NGO sector (as if  this is an independent 
sector), nor can it be left to what is glibly seen as a unified homogenous 
civil society sector’ (ibid.: 13). There was particular concern that pre-
occupations with economic growth through the market were eroding 
the state’s capacity, ‘while at the same time development directions are 
discussed in terms of  governance and efficient management. The debate 
has shifted from issues of  distribution to efficiency and management’ 
(ibid.) – in the interests of  multinational capital rather than those of  
poor women in the South.

DAWN’s analysis of  the nation-state recognized the inherent biases in 
terms of  race, class, ethnicity and religion as well as in terms of  gender. 
States were not entirely monolithic organizations, however. Women had 
succeeded in finding political spaces and making some – albeit limited 
– gains. The international recognition of  women’s rights as human 
rights at the Vienna Conference on Human Rights in 1993 had been a 
step forward, in this respect, as had the achievements of  the Beijing and 
Copenhagen gatherings in 1995. Although the percentage of  women 
in formal positions of  power (as politicians and/or bureaucrats – or 
‘femocrats’) was low, still women’s issues were at least being articulated 
and placed on official agendas. The African contributions provided ex-
amples, for instance, to illustrate the importance of  even limited gains 
for women – together with dire warnings about the consequences for 
women in contexts where the state had been destroyed, as in Rwanda, 
Liberia and Sierra Leone.

A noticeable shift had been occurring, however, a shift from ‘parlia-
mentary democracy and the public interest role of  the state through to 
the shifts in how to secure faster gains for the private sector to promote 
economic growth’ (ibid.: 17). There was a ‘compact of  power’ between 
state-led institutions and transnational corporations (ibid.). Develop-
ment tended to be tied through aid to ‘a commitment to western style 
democracy/pluralism and in the post cold war, post modern period, this 
has led to a greater acceptance of  political and economic liberalisation 
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[ … ] the impacts of  which have been varied, affected by both comple-
mentary and contradictory pressures’, it was argued. ‘There is internal 
and external pressure to have open competition for power and civil 
liberties and then there is economic liberalisation (one dollar one vote) 
where decision-making is removed from the majority’ (ibid.: 43). 

DAWN’s analysis explored the links between these processes of  
liberalization, democratization and globalization. The state was under 
increasing pressure, some were arguing, to reorganize to serve market 
interests more effectively. The increasing prominence of  multinational 
financial institutions was identified as key here, institutions such as the 
World Bank, the IMF and the WTO. Structural adjustment programmes 
and agreements to promote trade liberalization were promoted by these 
institutions, together with the agreement on Trade Related Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPs) – described as ‘the effective and extensive 
monopolisation of  scientific knowledge and technical capacities within 
the most advanced economies’ (ibid.: 52). The General Agreement on 
Trade in Services (GATS), promoting the outsourcing of  services, includ-
ing public services, was identified as another example of  a contentious 
policy with particular implications for women, children and the poorest 
people in the South. 

‘The rolling back of  the state in the form of  deregulation from public 
interest to regulation in terms of  private interests is a major cause for 
concern,’ DAWN concluded (ibid.: 59). In post-apartheid South Africa, 
for example, rigorous public-sector rationalization had been prescribed by 
external policy advisers in line with structural adjustment programmes. 
Ironically, far from state spending being redirected to the most deprived, 
resources had been directed towards paying foreign consultants to write 
policy documents. ‘These documents were being given legitimacy and 
national content and flavour,’ it was argued, ‘by incorporating main-
stream NGOs and academic institutions as secondary partners in the 
process’ (ibid.). While NGOs were identified as increasingly at risk of  
becoming part of  the problem, however, there were also examples of  
situations, such as in the Caribbean, where NGOs were credited with 
contributing to the critique of  ‘the market and trade agreements that 
undermine people’ (ibid.: 77). 

Meanwhile, in India, for example, rolling back the state’s caring role 
was being accompanied by increasing its controlling role. Special units of  
Indian police were being trained by Western security experts to protect 
the life and property of  foreign investors, the privatization of  security 
to contain and stamp out resistance ‘to the economic violence inherent 
in the market’ (ibid.: 60). 
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 Unsurprisingly perhaps, then, in this context, many of  the gains 
from Beijing and Copenhagen were being institutionalized in ways that 
were reducing the actual benefits for women. In South Asia, there had 
been women heads of  state (although this phenomenon had also been 
described as the ‘over the dead body’ syndrome whereby widows or 
daughters of  dead charismatic male leaders acquired the legitimacy to 
take over the mantle in a culture of  dynastic politics). Women were also 
leading the way in terms of  development initiatives to benefit women 
such as the renowned Grameen Bank. All South Asian states had state 
agencies, in the wake of  the UN Decade for Women, with the high 
point being identified as being around preparations for and follow up 
to the Beijing Conference in 1995. But there were powerful pressures 
leading in the opposite direction. 

One of  the possible exceptions that was quoted in the South Asian 
context was the Panchayat Raj in India, which reserved seats for women 
in local government. As a result, over a million women were members 
of  Panchayat Raj, local government structures, by the turn of  the 
twenty-first century, an experience described as unique in the process 
of  political restructuring and social transformation in the region. Even 
in this case, however, DAWN concluded that, ‘in terms of  genuine 
participation of  women, the experience is very mixed and difficult to 
generalise in a country as vast as India with Panchayat Raj functioning 
in 22 states’ (ibid.: 99).

Women and Development ‘add-on’ approaches were seen as particu-
larly prone to increasing marginalization. On the other hand, the shift 
towards Gender and Development approaches to gender mainstreaming 
was also seen to have its own inherent limitations. The African contribu-
tions reflected that the abolition of  ‘women’s desks’ and departments 
in the institutions of  governance had been justified by officialdom as 
part of  attempts to promote mainstreaming – bringing women’s issues 
in from the periphery to the core. But concerns were expressed. Would 
women’s issues simply sink without trace, or would male project officers 
in male-dominated organizations have the knowledge, experience or 
skills to ensure positive effects for women? The conclusion drawn from 
this discussion was that women clearly needed both: women-specific and 
integrated activities and organizations. 

Meanwhile, post-Beijing, with the deteriorating economic and poli-
tical situation in many contexts in South Asia, for example, some 
momentum was being dissipated. This was impacting on civil society 
and the NGO sector as states became more repressive and authoritarian, 
it was argued. And the failures of  governments were leading to the 
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hardening of  identities and the intensification of  conflicts. As the state 
withdrew from its role of  provider of  services and protector of  rights, 
in addition, ‘various community-based organisations have no option but 
to step in to provide basic services, which carries the danger of  becom-
ing part of  the system and losing the capacity to remain autonomous 
and critical’ (ibid.: 132) – not to mention potentially adding to women’s 
existing burdens. 

As the contributions from Africa also pointed out, the replacement of  
state functions with privatized/international development NGOs was not 
necessarily gender-neutral, regardless of  their progressive content. The 
assumption that civil society could offer a panacea for all the weaknesses 
and failings of  the state was not necessarily realistic. On the contrary, 
in fact, ‘the majority of  community associations, non-governmental 
organisations and social movements in Africa have entrenched gender 
inequality in their institutional cultures and practices’, it was argued 
(ibid.: 151).

The book concluded by summarizing the dilemmas for feminists 
committed to bringing about social transformation. DAWN’s analysis 
provided the basis for developing strategies to make the most of  the 
opportunities that had been opening up in the global arena. The objec-
tives were for feminist women’s movements to engage with different 
forms of  power, forming alliances nationally, regionally and globally 
while retaining their autonomy from the state. Strategies also needed 
to include an emphasis upon building grass-roots democracy as well 
as a human rights culture, at every level. And this in turn needed to 
include strategies to hold global economic institutions of  governance 
such as the WTO to account. 

DAWN’s particular contribution
DAWN has been considered unusual, if  not unique, in being a pro-

gressive feminist network which is so effective in international arenas 
– without being dominated by groups of  white women from the North, 
who have often been seen as tending to play leading roles at this level 
(Stienstra 2000). DAWN’s research has benefited from the particular 
expertise of  academics who have been committed to promoting pro-
cesses of  dialogue, rooting their analyses in the experiences of  women in 
a wide range of  different situations in the South. These specialists have 
brought their professional skills as academics and researchers, together 
with their skills and contacts in policy arenas, nationally and internation-
ally. DAWN has been highly proficient in operating at this global level, 
preparing policy papers, collecting evidence from different contexts to 
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support their arguments and then presenting these at preparatory com-
mission meetings and full international gatherings. 

DAWN has clearly been recognized as making strategic impacts, 
including impacts at global events such as Cairo, Vienna, Rio, Copen-
hagen, Geneva and Beijing. Marketisation of  Governance went on to 
provide a critical analysis of  the ways in which the very processes of  
globalization themselves have been pressing in alternative directions. In 
addition to providing this research and analysis, DAWN has also worked 
to strengthen progressive feminist movements and social movements 
more generally. 

The author was personally involved in one specific example that illus-
trates DAWN’s contributions to international solidarity. This was when 
DAWN effectively acted as informal mentor to another international 
NGO – an NGO concerned with community development, preparing for 
the recall Social Summit in Geneva in 2000. DAWN shared a platform at 
a joint event – providing a briefing beforehand about how to assemble 
the case to be put, involving the organization’s membership by gather-
ing examples from member organizations in different member-states. 
This enabled the NGO’s case to be put effectively, supported with the 
evidence, locally, nationally and regionally, to demonstrate achievements 
and shortcomings, where governments had so far failed to live up to 
previous commitments on the issues in question. DAWN also shared 
contacts and specific knowledge and skills about the practicalities of  
organizing such events internationally. 

Operating at the global level poses particular challenges. As if  the 
challenges of  taking on global institutions were not enough, there are 
also formidable logistical problems to be addressed. The spread of  e-mail 
has been recognized as a key factor which has been of  assistance to 
DAWN in overcoming these logistical problems, facilitating the exchange 
of  information and views on the drafting of  papers, for instance. But 
DAWN has also benefited from its expertise in attracting funding to 
support face-to-face meetings and attendance at international events. 

Operating at the global level poses challenges too, in relation to issues 
of  representation and democratic accountability. After the success of  
DAWN’s first interventions at Nairobi, there were expressions of  inter-
est from others who wanted to join the group. After careful reflection, 
however, DAWN decided not to become a membership organization. 
Setting up a formal organization would have been a huge task in itself, 
with its own organizational logic and requirements. Even if  they had 
decided to pursue this option, having a formal organization would not, 
of  itself, have resolved the dilemmas inherent in ensuring democratic 
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representation internationally. On balance, then, DAWN opted to focus 
on providing research and analysis as a think tank of  progressive feminist 
lobbyists from the South, albeit closely informed by the experiences of  
women at the grass-roots. Some of  these issues and dilemmas around 
representation and accountability emerge in other contexts, however, 
including the chapter below on Jubilee 2000.



8  |  Rights to public services: the Global 
Campaign for Education

‘Millions of  parents, teachers and children around the world are 
calling on their governments to provide free, good quality, basic 
education for all the world’s children. They are part of  the Global 
Campaign for Education; we add our voice to their call’ (Nelson 
Mandela and Graca Machel, April 2002)

Education has already been identified as one of  the key services, if  
not the key service for human rights and social justice agendas. As the 
Oxfam Education Report pointed out, ‘mass education creates the skills 
needed to assess and monitor government actions. It also creates the 
demand to be heard. Constitutions, legislation, and international treaties 
may provide the judicial backing for civil and political rights, but it is 
education that creates the “voice” through which rights can be claimed 
and protected’ (Watkins 2000: 63). Without education and healthcare, 
as the previous chapter argued, human beings are unable to benefit 
from human rights effectively, in practice (UNESCO 2002) – lacking the 
capability – the ‘actual ability to achieve valuable functionings as a part 
of  living’ (Sen 1993: 30). 

While education has been advocated as essential for the implementa-
tion of  rights and justice agendas, however, this has not been the only 
focus of  contemporary debates. Education has also been prioritized for 
somewhat different reasons, with particular emphasis on its contribution 
to improving productivity through the development of  human capital 
(Fine and Rose 2001). Neoliberal strategies have focused upon these 
economic purposes, as well as emphasizing the role of  the market in 
the delivery of  educational services. The dominant global approach, it 
has been argued, ‘culminates in the progressive liberalization of  trade 
in education services instead of  progressive realization of  the right to 
education’ (Tomasevski 2003: 2). 

Like DAWN, the Global Campaign for Education has undertaken 
research and policy analysis in order to tackle these paradoxes, building a 
movement to challenge governments and international agencies’ policies 
and pressurizing them to make – and most importantly to implement 
– commitments on education as a human right. While the Convention 
on the Rights of  the Child (1989) and the 1990 Jomtien Conference on 
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‘Education for All’ were key events, in this respect, together with the 
World Education Forum, known as the Dakar Conference, ten years 
later, educational commitments have also been debated in other gather-
ings, including the fourth Women’s Conference in Beijing, the Social 
Summit in Copenhagen in 1995 and the recall Social Summit in Geneva 
in 2000. Like DAWN, too, educational campaigners have demonstrated 
their particular expertise in advocacy at such international events, and 
the negotiations that precede these gatherings. And they have similarly 
supported their arguments with carefully documented evidence, draw-
ing upon the knowledge, skills and experience already developed from 
working at local, national and regional levels. 

A broad range of  educational issues have been included in the 
campaign, from pre-schooling to primary schooling, from secondary 
schooling to university education, adult literacy and lifelong learning. 
While education itself  has been the focus, the Global Campaign for 
Education has also addressed a number of  related issues that impact 
upon children’s chances of  benefiting from educational opportunities, 
including the problems associated with child labour and with early mar-
riages and pregnancies. The quality of  education has been central to 
campaigning, as well as the amount of  education provided, recognizing 
the damage that can be caused by inadequate or inappropriate provi-
sion. Shortages of  basic materials, including books, have been major 
concerns, for example, together with problems arising from inadequate 
training provision for teachers. As Tomasevski has also pointed out, 
when children are indoctrinated – subjected, for example, to racism, 
or sexism, or war propaganda – this represents an abuse rather than a 
furthering of  human rights (ibid.). 

This breadth has been reflected in the breadth of  participants in the 
Global Campaign for Education. Teachers and their trade unions have 
taken part – as well as NGOs and other groupings concerned with the 
range of  issues involved. Drawing upon their experiences working in 
local contexts, trade union organizations and NGOs have also brought 
strong commitments to ensuring that the campaign is genuinely 
democratic and accountable, building on national as well as regional 
networks.

This chapter starts by summarizing the context within which the 
Global Campaign for Education developed, working for the effective im-
plementation of  official commitments to ‘Education for All’ as agreed at 
Jomtien – despite conflicting pressures from neoliberal agendas, globally. 
This sets the framework for the discussion of  the campaign itself, and 
the particular contributions of  different constituent organizations and 
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groupings. The chapter concludes by raising some of  the potential 
implications for global campaigning around the provision of  services 
more generally. 

The international context
Children’s rights emerged in the late 1980s and 1990s within the 

context of  more general debates on human rights. The 1989 UN Conven-
tion on the Rights of  the Child applied this approach, giving renewed 
emphasis to the Universal Declaration of  Human Rights’ commitment 
to making primary education compulsory and freely available to all. 
In addition to this right to education, children were to enjoy rights to 
healthcare, play and leisure and the right to special assistance if  disabled. 
Children were to be protected from economic exploitation and sexual 
exploitation and abuse. And the Convention also recognized children’s 
rights to influence decisions made on their behalf, to express their views 
and to form associations. In other words, children were to be defined 
as active participants whose voices were to be heard. This emphasis 
upon children’s rights to participate, to have some say in shaping the 
decisions and the provision of  services devised for their benefit, pre-
dated the Convention, dating back to child participation projects from 
the 1970s, if  not earlier (Ennew 1998). One of  the key proponents of  
children’s participation was the Save the Children Fund UK, an NGO 
which went on to become an active member of  the Global Campaign 
for Education in 1999.

Meanwhile, back in 1990, the World Conference on Education for All 
in Jomtien, Thailand, reaffirmed the importance of  education as a prior-
ity for development. The emphasis upon education as a human right was 
not so clear, and the World Conference on Education for All has also been 
criticized for failing to commit governments to provide free compulsory 
education for all – at least at primary level (Tomasevski 2003). But despite 
these limitations there was considerable optimism that the World Con-
ference would result in renewed commitment to education, both from 
international donors and from national governments. More specifically, 
the Jomtien Declaration included targets for achieving six core goals:

• the expansion of  early childhood care and development, especially 
for the poor and disadvantaged 

• universal access to (and universal completion of ) primary education 
by the year 2000

• the reduction of  adult illiteracy rates to one-half  of  the 1990 levels 
by the year 2000, with particular emphasis on female literacy
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• improved learning achievements (emphasizing quality outcomes)
• expansion of  basic education and training for adults and young 

people
• improvements in the dissemination of  knowledge, skills and values 

required for sustainable development (Watkins 2000)

As the Oxfam Education Report pointed out, ‘none of  the basic ideas 
adopted at Jomtien was new; but at a time when progress towards 
education for all had stalled in many regions, when North–South co-
operation was at a low ebb, and when the education systems of  devel-
oping countries were collapsing under the burden of  debt, economic 
stagnation and rapid population growth, the conference appeared to set 
a new course’ for the 1990s (ibid.: 73). 

The commitments adopted at Jomtien represented a potentially sig-
nificant step forward then, providing standards that could become the 
focus for future campaigning. Governments and international organiza-
tions and agencies could be held to account, pressurized and publicly 
embarrassed if  they failed to live up to their promises. There are paral-
lels here with the strategies adopted by feminists campaigning for the 
implementation of  commitments towards gender equality. Like DAWN, 
international campaigns for ‘Education for All’ collected evidence, build-
ing up the cases to apply such pressures locally, nationally and regionally 
as well as internationally.

Far from having emerged in a policy vacuum, the benchmarks agreed 
at Jomtien themselves represented responses to previous lobbies and 
campaigns. In addition, the climate of  opinion was influenced by the 
practical achievements of  NGOs and others, demonstrating ways of  
improving the quality as well as the sheer quantity of  educational provi-
sion, actively involving parents as well as children themselves. As has 
already been suggested, participative approaches to educational work 
with children as well as adults dated back at least to the 1970s, if  not 
earlier ( Johnson et al. 1998). 

Educational expansion had been rapid in the first decades after the 
Second World War, and universal primary education had been planned 
to be attained by 1980. Governments were committed and international 
agencies were pledged to assist those unable to afford these commit-
ments. Educational spending represented the largest single item in many 
governments’ expenditures (although not as large as military spending in 
all too many cases, including Britain and the USA) (Tomasevski 2003). 

The outcomes, however, turned out very differently. The 1980s have 
been described as the ‘lost decade’ in terms of  development (Young 
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1993). Neoliberal development strategies compounded the problems 
they were supposed to be resolving as public spending was reduced 
and structural adjustment progammes pressurized debtor governments 
to charge for basic services, including health and educational provision. 
Women and children were identified as being particularly vulnerable as 
a result, especially the poorest women and girls in the world’s poorest 
countries (Cornia et al. 1987). Girls have accounted for the majority of  
children not enrolled in primary school (Watkins 2000).

Malawi’s experiences illustrate these negative effects of  neoliberal 
policies in practice. In 1981 a World Bank report argued that to improve 
the quality of  education the government of  Malawi should increase 
school fees in both primary and secondary schools. The view was that 
increasing fees need not be a problem in terms of  undermining equity 
goals, as long as resources were put into ‘selective subsidies for the 
poor, or to increase educational provision for disadvantaged groups’ 
(Psacharopoulos and Woodhall 1985). So the government of  Malawi 
raised school fees in 1982.

This resulted in what have been described as plummeting school 
enrolment figures (Tomasevski 2003). Contrary to World Bank expecta-
tions, equity goals were seriously undermined. Poor parents were simply 
unable to pay. This has been the pattern across a range of  countries 
where the costs of  education have been increased. In Malawi, as else-
where, school fees present major obstacles for poor households, as do 
charges for books and school uniforms. Meanwhile, poor families may 
depend upon their children’s labour, and girls may also be required for 
domestic labour and the care of  younger children. Given that the quality 
of  education is often very low in any case, education has been described 
as ‘an expensive and often unrewarding gamble’ from the perspective 
of  poor families (ActionAid 2002: 9).

There were clear contradictions here – between formal commit-
ments to education as a human right, and neoliberal policies for the 
marketization of  services in practice – policies that came to be increas-
ingly challenged, internationally, as the decade wore on. As previous 
chapters have already demonstrated, policies softened, partly if  not 
wholly in response to these global challenges, with increasing emphasis 
upon protecting the world’s poorest peoples and ensuring them access 
to key basic services. This, then, was the international context for the 
development of  campaigning. Meanwhile, in Malawi, when fees were 
eliminated in 1994, following a change of  government, enrolments ap-
parently doubled (Tomasevski 2003). 

As previous chapters have also pointed out, however, the softer lines of  
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the ‘post-Washington consensus’ that emerged in the mid- to late 1990s 
did not necessarily imply the end of  neoliberalism in practice. On the 
contrary, educational spending has been advocated as a form of  invest-
ment in human capital, its purpose defined in terms of  its contribution 
to economic growth and competitiveness in the market economy. For 
individuals, from this perspective, education is similarly defined in terms 
of  its potential as an investment, its value to be calculated in terms of  
the additional earnings to be anticipated. 

In the decade following Jomtien, the World Bank’s increasing concern 
with poverty reduction was not incompatible with this ‘human capital’ 
focus. On the contrary in fact, as Fine and Rose have argued, education 
was given top priority. But this was in the framework of  strategies for 
investing in human capital – making women more productive as well 
as men, ‘utilising women’s resources in development’ and increasing the 
future productivity of  their children (Fine and Rose 2001: 179). Education 
was being seen as something of  a panacea – a fuzzy notion with very 
varied meanings, depending upon the differing perspectives of  the users, 
advocated for its supposed contributions to the development of  human 
capital and economic growth, while helping to reduce poverty, promote 
gender equality, facilitate social inclusion and encourage active citizen-
ship. There are parallels here with the ‘third way’ approach to ‘education, 
education, education’ in New Labour’s Britain, the supposed panacea for 
such a range of  socio-economic, political and cultural problems. 

Meanwhile, governments in the poorest countries were spending 
scarce resources on debt repayments – at least until the latter part of  
the decade, when debt relief  began to be linked to the reallocation of  
resources to education and health in heavily indebted countries (issues 
discussed in more detail in the following chapter). While there was 
some increasing recognition of  the key role of  the state as provider, and 
less emphasis upon fees, in the latter part of  the 1990s, marketization 
remained a key theme. There were, in addition, continuing concerns 
about the quality and relevance of  education, together with concerns 
about approaches that in some instances constituted abuses rather than 
contributions to human rights. These concerns were voiced in Action-
Aid’s review, which concluded

the quality of  education is very low in most cases (in the poorest 
areas where ActionAid was working at the turn of  the Millennium) 
with inadequate infrastructure, large classes, demoralised and under-
trained teachers, uninspiring methods and overburdened curricula. A 
key determinant of  demand for primary education is not so much the 
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absence of  schools but the fact that those which do exist do not func-
tion properly. In some cases schools have become the worst violators 
of  children’s rights, containing, suppressing, intimidating and silencing 
children. (ActionAid 2002: 9) 

By the latter part of  the 1990s, it was becoming increasingly clear 
that the targets agreed at Jomtien were not going to be achieved then, 
either in terms of  the quantity or the quality of  provision. It has been 
estimated that some 855 million people – or one in six of  the world’s 
population – were functionally illiterate at this time, and the problem of  
illiteracy was being reproduced in the next generation. More than 125 
million children of  primary school age – one in five of  the total number 
in developing countries – were not in school and another 150 million 
were at risk of  dropping out, mostly before they acquired basic literacy 
or numeracy (Watkins 2000). Classes of  up to eighty children were not 
uncommon, while textbooks and pencils were luxury items.

In the run-up to the follow-on conference in Dakar, scheduled for 
2000, NGOs and trade union organizations representing teachers were 
meeting regularly, preparing their contributions to these international 
debates. They identified a number of  reasons for the fact that progress 
with these targets was proving so disappointing. And they argued that 
education was to be defended as a public service and a right, not as a 
privilege. In addition to the lack of  financial resources, they identified the 
failure to involve teachers in improving the quality of  education as a key 
factor in the probable failure to meet the Jomtien targets, together with 
the lack of  democratic participation more generally (UNESCO 2001). 
Accountability and transparency were needed at all levels ‘so that the 
school is genuinely in the public sphere and the government’s record in 
providing education is open to public scrutiny’ (ActionAid 2002b: 6). 

This active involvement of  NGOs and trade unionists was seen as 
a very encouraging feature of  the preparations for Dakar in 2000. The 
Global Campaign for Education that emerged in this context, bringing 
NGOs and education trade unions together with other campaigning 
organizations, was warmly welcomed in many quarters, including by the 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan. In April 2000 at Dakar he affirmed 
the fact that ‘Individual NGOs have made remarkable contributions 
towards education in many countries, and they have now joined in a 
Global Campaign for Education. Today, I say to the NGO community: 
we cannot win the battle … without your expertise, your energy, and 
your capacity for action’ (Global Campaign for Education website).
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The context in terms of debates within NGOs and trade union 
organizations

Meanwhile NGOs and trade union organizations had themselves 
been undergoing processes of  reflection, rethinking their own roles 
in the context of  the 1990s, globally. During the 1980s, as Watkins 
argued, ‘the relationship between NGOs and States underwent a sig-
nificant change’ as governments strapped for resources were increasingly 
looking to the NGO sector to provide services at lower costs (Watkins 
2000: 310). Were NGOs getting drawn into dubious ground here, letting 
governments off  the hook, providing short-term projects rather than 
addressing longer-term policy dilemmas? And were NGOs being used 
to spearhead neoliberal strategies for increasing privatization, legitim-
izing retreats from the public provision of  services – with NGOs as the 
acceptable face of  more market-orientated alternatives? As the report 
on behalf  of  the Collective Consultation of  NGOs concluded, ‘At best, 
their [NGOs’] educational activities are complementary to and integrated 
with government education programmes; at worst, they may duplicate 
or undermine government services’ (ActionAid 2000: 7). 

By the mid-1990s, NGOs such as ActionAid were beginning to ques-
tion the extent to which their strategies were compatible with a human 
rights approach to education, education as a right rather than a privilege 
or an act of  charity, geared towards participation and community as well 
as individual empowerment. ActionAid undertook reviews of  their pro-
grammes in particular countries, starting with the Kenyan programme’s 
review of  its work – and had the courage to make their findings public. 
This willingness to make public forthright criticisms of  its own work was 
heralded as being as ‘rare among NGOs as among major donors’ (Wat-
kins 2000: 310–11). As a result of  this commendable openness, ActionAid 
was able to contribute to a wider shift in policy, Watkins concluded. 

In summary, it was concluded that programmes such as school-build-
ing initiatives had not been entirely positive in terms of  the impact on 
school enrolment or school achievements. On the contrary, in fact, there 
were cases where school fees had been increased once the buildings had 
been improved (in line with policies on cost sharing, actively supported 
by the World Bank at that time). As a result poor children were more 
systematically excluded than before (ActionAid 2002a). On the provision 
of  access or non-formal education programmes ActionAid was similarly 
self-critical. ‘Unintentionally we were absolving governments of  respon-
sibility and becoming agents of  the privatisation of  education for poor 
children [ … ] The real challenge,’ the ActionAid report continued, 
‘lay in reforming the government system’ (ibid.: 38) and that, in turn, 
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involved addressing governments’ resource problems and the problems 
arising from macro-policies such as structural adjustment.

ActionAid brought in advice from Greenpeace, an organization with 
a proven track record of  campaigning globally as well as locally, to assist 
in rethinking their educational strategy. The emphasis shifted towards a 
more fluid and flexible approach, working closely with those directly con-
cerned in the South – ‘a sailing boat’, taking account of  different forces, 
rather than ‘a steamboat’, charging ahead regardless, as one person ex-
pressed this shift. This greater emphasis upon process and active partici-
pation fitted very readily into the approaches that ActionAid had already 
developed, through the REFLECT programmes (see Chapter 5), for 
example, and through ActionAid’s support for parental participation. 

ActionAid was committed to ensuring that grass-roots involvement 
was strengthened through the process of  campaigning for education as a 
human right, building capacity and facilitating empowerment rather than 
leading from the front, from the North. As the Global Education Review 
reflected, ‘one of  the classic problems for NGOs developing policy and 
advocacy work in recent years (to tackle the causes rather than simply 
alleviating the symptoms of  poverty) is the divorce that exists between 
their grassroots programme work and the policy work undertaken in 
capital cities’ or via jetting to Geneva (ibid.: 49). In contrast, Action-
Aid set out to develop an approach that promoted self-advocacy for 
education as a human right, based around a strong Southern coalition, 
strengthening existing networks and building new ones where there was 
none. Comparisons were drawn with the experiences of  the Landless 
People’s Movement (MST) in Brazil, working with mobilizations of  the 
people directly concerned. 

This strategic rethink – and ActionAid’s willingness to discuss this 
openly – has been identified as a key factor in the development of  macro-
level strategies in the NGO sector, more generally, in the run-up to the 
Dakar Conference. In addition, ActionAid developed the Elimu campaign 
(elimu being Swahili for ‘education’), launched in Harare, Zimbabwe, 
in 1999. The aim was to mobilize for the achievement of  the goals of  
‘Education for All’, with the immediate focus upon the forthcoming 
Dakar event. And the process was to be participatory, with the widest 
participation of  poor parents, civil society organizations and govern-
ments in the South. National coalitions in some fifteen countries across 
Africa, Asia and Latin America brought together ‘diverse international 
and national NGOs, trade unions (especially teachers’ unions), parents’ 
associations, women’s movements, child labour or debt campaigners, 
social movements etc’ (ibid.: 45). 
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Building the Elimu campaign was a major step forward. As the 
Mozambique group reflected early in 2000, despite their passion and 
commitment to education, civil society organizations had lacked aware-
ness about national education strategies, let alone the capacity to en-
gage in sophisticated debates with the World Bank and donor experts. 
Through Elimu, ActionAid facilitated the development of  strong national 
coalitions that gained the respect of  other civil society organizations as 
well as governments and donors. 

The process of  building Elimu had itself  been a participative one. 
As one senior manager from an ActionAid country programme com-
mented, when the campaign was launched, the expectation was that 
this would involve more scholarships and more school building – plus 
more REFLECT programmes.

But as the thing unfolded we realised that the more fundamental issue 
was not what ActionAid could do but what government should do and 
wasn’t doing. If  we had been told from the start that we must go and 
demand the rights of  the poor for education, we would have rejected 
the whole thing. Instead the Elimu approach is to let people develop this 
analysis themselves, but all the time raising new questions, new perspec-
tives for us like the report cards and budget tracking (techniques to 
promote active, participative monitoring). (ibid.: 47) 

This meant that Elimu built firm roots. National alliances developed the 
capacity to pressurize their own governments and to lobby key donors 
and UN agencies, together, more effectively. 

The development of  Elimu – and the thinking behind this – was a 
major contribution, laying the groundwork that facilitated the emergence 
of  the Global Campaign for Education. Other NGOs have recognized 
this, pointing to the strength of  the Southern coalitions that were de-
veloped and supported, just as they have valued ActionAid’s readiness 
to be open about sharing the process of  rethinking earlier approaches 
(Watkins 2000). In addition, tribute has been paid to ActionAid for its 
willingness to put the interests of  the wider campaign first, before 
their own organizational self-interests or concerns about their own 
organizational profile. It was to ActionAid’s credit, it was pointed out, 
that Elimu was eventually ended as a separate campaign. This was to 
strengthen the global campaign itself, by ending the separate ‘branding’ 
of  the Elimu campaign, thereby avoiding any competition for ‘space, 
time and recognition’ (ActionAid 2002a: 76). 

While debates within NGOs were a significant aspect of  the context 
within which the global campaign developed, debates within the trade 
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union movement, nationally and internationally, were also relevant. In 
summary, in many national contexts, the 1980s represented something of  
a ‘lost decade’ for trade unionism as well as for development more gener-
ally. This was also a hard time for trade unions. Economic restructuring 
coupled with privatization and public expenditure cuts impacted upon 
jobs, and particularly upon jobs in previously well-organized sectors. 
As Chapter 4 argued, neoliberal policies specifically aimed to promote 
labour ‘flexibility’ and casualization make life more difficult, undermining 
the strength of  organized labour. In response, trade union organiza-
tions developed new approaches to organizing, including the organizing 
agendas and the social movement unionism initiatives that emerged 
in Australia, Britain, Canada, the USA and elsewhere. Trade unionists 
defending public sector jobs in key services similarly developed new 
approaches, recognizing the importance of  building alliances between 
service providers and service users, based upon their shared interests 
in the quality as well as the quantity of  the services in question. There 
was increasing recognition of  the importance of  making an impact on 
policy agendas for the longer term, as well as defending members’ im-
mediate interests in the here and now.

Ironically, as Chapter 4 also pointed out, in the aftermath of  the Cold 
War, following the demise of  the former USSR in 1989, trade union 
organizations found new spaces within which to mobilize internationally. 
Freed from some of  the constraints of  the previous era, international 
trade union organizations began to take on the challenges posed by 
neoliberalism. And this, in turn, implied the need to develop new 
alliances, working with civil society organizations as well as working 
with previously less organized sectors of  the workforce. In the case 
of  education trade unions, organized via Education International, this 
involved bringing non-teaching staff  into membership, along with teach-
ers, spanning both formal and informal sectors. And it involved building 
links with civil society movements concerned with adult education as 
well as with schools. In this sense, then, the trade union movement was 
as ready as a number of  NGOs and civil society organizations were to 
come together in the Global Campaign for Education, bringing with 
them the strength of  organized labour, rooted in the South as well as 
the North. These Southern roots were significant, too, in encouraging 
Southern NGOs to participate. 

The Global Campaign for Education is launched
The Global Campaign for Education (GCE) was officially launched 

in 1999 in the run-up to the World Conference on Education in Dakar 
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in 2000 to influence the agenda. The campaign brought together ‘rep-
resentatives of  the world-wide movement to end child labour, non-
governmental organisations working with landless people in Brazil, 
disabled people in India and rural communities in China. It includes 
the world’s largest confederation of  teachers’ unions – Education Inter-
national (representing 23 million teachers) – and international develop-
ment agencies’ (Watkins 2000: 13), including ActionAid and Oxfam. By 
this time it was clear that the targets set at Jomtien were not going to be 
achieved by 2000. The global campaign aimed to raise awareness of  the 
‘scale of  the challenge facing the government representatives heading for 
the Dakar conference – and their lamentable record of  achievement over 
the past ten years’ (ibid.: 335). Through careful preparatory work, backed 
by lobbying and demonstrations (including a march by ten thousand 
schoolchildren) during the conference itself, GCE set out to pressurize 
donors to agree a global action plan to support national governments 
to achieve their commitments to ‘Education for All’. 

Each of  the constituent members brought a specialist contribution 
to the campaign. Education International brought the breadth of  its 
23 million (now 25 million)-strong membership, its roots and demo-
cratic structures, firmly established in the South as well as the North, 
its resources (both financial and organizational) and its stability as an 
independent self-financing organization. Oxfam brought its particular 
expertise in research and policy analysis, including its particular expertise 
and lobbying skills around international financial issues such as structural 
adjustment and the debt issue. ActionAid brought its own particular 
experiences of  working in participative ways around the quality as well 
as the quantity of  education, including the reputation and trust that 
had been developed internationally through REFLECT. And ActionAid 
brought the experiences and contacts developed through Elimu, which 
were also key to the development of  GCE’s legitimate democratic roots. 
The Global March against Child Labour was similarly firmly rooted, 
with a particularly powerful reputation for successful campaigning on 
children’s rights in South Asia. Save the Children Fund (SCF), which 
joined later in 1999, brought its own very practical experiences of  
working on quality issues in the South, as well as its expertise in par-
ticipation and children’s rights more generally. (SCF has been informally 
nicknamed the ‘thoughtful NGO’ because of  this particular expertise.) 
As a number of  commentators reflected, each partner brought its own 
particular knowledge and skills and its own connections.

Initially, the focus was on making a big push for the Dakar event. 
The campaign worked at different levels. GCE partners collaborated 
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on research, policy analysis and policy development – to lobby donors 
to guarantee the resources for ‘Education for All’. There were regular 
meetings with relevant government departments, for example. Mean-
while GCE partners were also facilitating grass-roots mobilizations, with 
public protests, for example, in India, Brazil, Tanzania, Britain, Spain and 
more than twenty other countries. This preparatory work, in the run-up 
to Dakar, took place over a mere six to eight months or so. But even 
in this short space of  time, GCE had built up a formidable reputation, 
with a high profile in terms of  its lobbying work and the legitimacy of  
being so firmly rooted, internationally, South as well as North. This was 
a formidable achievement, and particularly so given that the partners did 
not even have the opportunity to meet together before Dakar (which 
was the first time that they all met up in person). 

The actual process of  compiling the submission for the Dakar Con-
ference was seen as having been vitally important in terms of  capacity-
building. Each government’s performance was compared and contrasted 
with its previous targets, so that the GCE’s global analysis was firmly 
supported with evidence compiled at national level (like DAWN’s ap-
proach to compiling submissions for international events). Through this 
process, the constituent members owned the final report in a way that 
might have been less likely if  they had simply been invited to comment 
on a penultimate version, compiled by a small drafting committee. 

There were two-way processes at work here. The fact that the report 
so evidently represented the findings and the demands of  such a wide 
range of  interests in the South as well as the North gave it legitimacy with 
governments and donors. And the process of  being involved strength-
ened the national coalitions, giving them greater access to their own 
governments, strengthening their profile with the media and enhancing 
their credibility more generally. Far from being in competition with each 
other, local and national approaches were complementing the work at 
the international level. Several commentators suggested that this had not 
been fully appreciated initially. As the campaign’s potential for contrib-
uting to capacity-building became more clearly recognized, however, this 
became more explicitly built into GCE’s working priorities. 

Predictably perhaps, when the constituents came together first, 
there had been some tensions. There had been fears, for example, that 
Northern NGOs, with their greater resources, might expect to dominate, 
simply using their Southern counterparts to legitimize the campaign 
– without actually listening to their concerns or taking account of  their 
priorities. As one of  the commentators pointed out, people needed time 
and space to build up trust. The campaign had the advantage of  being 
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able to build on the trust that had already been developed through pre-
vious initiatives, however, including the trust that had been developed 
through Elimu and through REFLECT programmes. There seemed 
widespread agreement that these previously existing relationships of  trust 
had been a key factor, assisting the campaign in working through these 
initial tensions – going on to develop their genuinely shared position.

In addition to the potential tensions between North and South, 
there were potential tensions between the NGOs and the trade union 
organizations. As both sides recognized, there are different ways of  
working here, with different organizational styles and approaches to 
democratic representation and accountability. Chapter 4 explored some 
of  the criticisms of  trade unions, as insufficiently flexible and narrowly 
focused on the ‘bread and butter’ issues affecting their members in the 
here and now. Conversely, NGOs had been criticized for being insuf-
ficiently representative or accountable, prone to involve themselves in 
initiatives that effectively facilitated the marketization of  services and 
the casualization of  labour.

Here too, however, both sides confirmed that they had developed 
more effective ways of  working together, as a result of  their experiences 
in GCE. NGOs referred to their enhanced understanding of  trade union 
organizations’ ways of  working, recognizing that trade unions need to 
refer back to their members before taking key decisions. Even if  trade 
union organizations seem less flexible as a result, there has been increas-
ing recognition that their procedures do actually facilitate democratic 
accountability. Similarly, trade unionists referred to the advantages of  
NGOs’ abilities to respond more flexibly. Trust had been built up too, as 
NGOs had demonstrated their commitment to public service provision 
and their opposition to marketization (Save the Children Fund 2002). 
Both sides emphasized that trade unions and NGOs had developed 
greater mutual understanding and both sides emphasized the importance 
of  building these alliances for the longer term. 

GCE’s achievements at Dakar and beyond
In addition to being welcomed by the UN Secretary-General, GCE’s 

contributions to the Dakar Conference were welcomed by the heads of  
other UN agencies and by the representatives of  a number of  Southern 
governments. GCE sharpened the focus on issues of  quality as well as 
on the scale of  educational provision and the resources required from 
donors to reach the goals of  ‘Education for All’ in the world’s poorest 
countries. The importance of  involving teachers and their trade unions 
in improving the quality of  education was emphasized – and recognized, 



    |      

along with the importance of  involving civil society organizations at the 
grass-roots – including parents and children themselves. Three barriers 
to achieving ‘Education for All’ had been identified in the report on 
behalf  of  the Collective Consultation of  NGOs – the resource deficit, 
the quality deficit and the democratic deficit – closely related problems, 
all of  which needed to be addressed.

The final communiqué adopted by governments at Dakar included a 
number of  GCE’s demands. There was commitment to free and com-
pulsory primary education of  good quality – as a human right – by the 
year 2015. And there was commitment to the principle that no country 
committed to ‘Education for All’ should be allowed to fail for lack of  
resources. Neither of  these commitments would have been made, it has 
been argued, in the absence of  the GCE (Watkins 2000: 335). The role 
of  civil society organizations was affirmed and Southern governments 
were called upon to involve civil society in the preparation of  ‘Education 
for All’ action plans by 2002. As the Elimu newsletter concluded, ‘NGOs 
and trade unions walked away from the World Education Forum in a 
much stronger position than when they arrived – having won recogni-
tion as legitimate policy actors and having carved out space for civil 
society participation in a time-bound process of  developing national 
action plans’ (Elimu 2000: 1). 

While these were key achievements in principle, it was another mat-
ter to ensure that they were carried out in practice, however. Watkins 
concluded: 

The challenge facing the GCE’s members now is to build on what was 
achieved there. That means engaging with Southern governments as 
they develop their national education strategies – and it means holding 
Northern governments to account for the commitment they have made. 
In his final address to the Forum at Dakar, the Global Campaign’s Tom 
Bediako put the governments and institutions on notice: ‘In the last few 
months we have seen a flowering of  a world-wide movement of  civil 
society dedicated to the fight for quality education for all … I want to tell 
you we will not go away. We will continue to campaign at local, national, 
and international levels. (Watkins 2000: 336)

Following Dakar, the GCE reflected on the implications of  this com-
mitment to continuing campaigning. The focus needed to shift towards 
pressurizing governments and donors to turn these promises into real-
ity – starting right away, rather than waiting for the run-up to 2015. 
UNESCO has had responsibility for ensuring independent monitoring, 
bringing out reports on different aspects of  progress, each year. These 
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annual reports have provided additional focus for continuing campaign-
ing, as the GCE responds to their conclusions on progress to date and 
the likelihood – or otherwise – of  achieving the Dakar goals by 2015.

The campaign’s overall focus had been seen as potentially problematic 
in some quarters. Given that there was such widespread agreement 
about education’s importance in general, how could the campaign move 
beyond the level of  platitudes? How can you campaign for something 
as apparently desirable as motherhood and apple pie? Education has 
suffered from a rather bizarre curse, it has been argued: the curse of  
consensus. ‘Everyone agrees that education is a good thing. Everyone 
agrees that we should be spending more, improving quality. No-one will 
argue vigorously against investment in education’ (Gopal and Archer 
2002: 6). By focusing upon implementation, target by target, the GCE 
has moved beyond the level of  platitudes, building a campaign with 
support at the grass-roots as well as credibility among donors.

In addition to its other campaigning activities at national and inter-
national levels, the GCE currently organizes a Global Action Week every 
April, around the anniversary of  the Dakar Conference in 2000. These 
Global Action Weeks maintain and develop the campaign’s momentum, 
focusing upon particular aspects of  ‘Education for All’ goals. Increas-
ingly, the emphasis has been upon Southern priorities, with activities 
planned to maximize people’s involvement. In 2003, for example, the 
Global Action Week focused upon girls’ access to education and the 
specific targets on gender parity by 2005 (more of  an issue still in the 
South). Plans for this included activities such as songwriting and celebrity 
concerts, as well as the more traditional campaigning activities such as 
petitions, rallies, marches of  girls and women to parliament and associ-
ated media mobilizations. Some 1.8 million people participated in what 
has been described as the world’s largest lesson.

Resources have been made available to support these initiatives, in-
cluding resources from Northern NGOs, providing grants to facilitate 
campaigning in the South as well as the North. This emphasis on facili-
tating participation has been a continuing theme, across NGOs and 
trade union organizations. Education International has encouraged 
partnerships, for example, so that better-resourced Northern national 
organizations can support their less-resourced Southern counterparts. 

The structure the GCE has developed reflects these concerns. Fol-
lowing the Dakar Conference, as it became clear that this was going to 
be a long-term campaign, the GCE met in New Delhi, India, in 2001. 
As the report of  this meeting pointed out, ‘after Dakar, it was clear 
that the work of  GCE was only just beginning’ (GCE 2001: 1). In ad-
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dition to planning and agreeing advocacy goals, including inputs to the 
formulation of  national action plans and lobbying at key international 
events, GCE reviewed its own governance structures. The relatively loose 
network that had served, in the pre-Dakar period, needed to become 
more formalized.

A full-time secretariat was established, initially based in the North 
in offices provided by Education International, but subsequently to be 
transferred to an African base – in recognition of  the importance of  the 
campaign’s Southern roots. Overall, there were to be more Southern 
representatives on the board than Northerners, a clear statement about 
the campaign’s priorities and focus. Everyone was agreed, it seemed, on 
the importance of  having a strong Southern voice. 

Different members would contribute in cash and in kind in terms 
of  their specific areas of  expertise. ‘Whoever can get the job done does 
it,’ as one commentator put it. But there would be continuing commit-
ment to ensuring that policy papers genuinely represented the views 
and experiences of  all sections, as well as including contributions from 
those with specialist expertise. 

Overall priorities for the coming three years were to be agreed at 
the world congresses. This would set the framework for campaigning 
in the coming period, with broad agreement about the focus, from year 
to year. Prioritization might have been expected to involve considerable 
negotiation, given the range of  interests involved, from trade union 
organizations to NGOs, from North to South. This did not seem to 
have been problematic in practice, however. Commentators pointed out 
that the campaign had succeeded in keeping a broad focus around their 
common interests – without becoming fuzzy. Neither NGOs nor trade 
union organizations could think of  examples of  issues that had actually 
been divisive, publicly, although both recognized that there might have 
been such differences. It was also pointed out that issues were discussed 
at regional meetings, first, which helped to ensure that agreements could 
be negotiated satisfactorily, subsequently. 

Similarly, there seemed to be broad agreement about the balance to 
be struck between keeping to agreed priorities, on the one hand, and 
having the flexibility to take up immediate issues as they arose, on the 
other. Some issues (such as the Iraq war) were potentially hot to handle, 
though. And other issues were left aside because they were already the 
subject of  existing campaigns. The issue of  the General Agreements on 
Trade in Services (GATS), for example, was not prioritized, although 
opening educational provision up to the global market would have major 
negative implications – because other international organizations were 
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already focusing upon this. GCE’s work on GATS is therefore linked 
with these other campaigns. 

The achievement of  the goals of  ‘Education for All’ is potentially 
affected by a wide range of  issues, from HIV/AIDS (which has been 
having a drastic impact on teachers as well as children, particularly in 
sub-Saharan Africa) to the debt and poverty reduction strategies (the 
subject of  the following chapter). GCE has clearly recognized the sig-
nificance of  these issues, without being in a position to focus on them 
all – except as part of  related campaigns. In this sense, then, GCE can 
be seen as part of  a wider movement, campaigning for one of  the 
services essential for the pursuit of  human rights agendas and social 
justice more generally.

Wider implications?
The Global Campaign for Education has its own particular history, 

rooted in the networks that had already been developed by its constitu-
ent members, both NGOs and trade union organizations in the South 
as well as the North. Campaigns around other service areas have their 
own histories and their own reflections on these. The GCE is not being 
offered as any type of  blueprint – although aspects of  GCE’s experiences 
might well be transferable to other campaigning contexts.

Part of  the GCE’s success in building an effective campaign would 
seem to be attributable to the strength of  its roots. There seemed to be 
widespread recognition, at Dakar, that GCE represented far more than 
the ‘usual suspect’ lobbyists, however expert. The campaign’s proposals 
were clearly based upon local evidence about the quality as well as the 
quantity of  educational provision, and local experiences of  building 
alternatives from the base. Together in GCE, trade union organizations 
and NGOs could demonstrate their legitimacy, representing teachers 
and other education workers as well as service users, children as well 
as parents, civil society organizations and national coalitions in the 
South as well as the North. The trust that was so essential to building 
such an alliance could not have been established, participants pointed 
out, had it not been for the work that had already been undertaken 
and the networks that had been developed, as a result – linking civil 
society organizations and trade unions, across as well as within national 
boundaries.

The long-term success of  GCE, it has been suggested by partici-
pants, depends upon the way in which it has been building really strong 
national alliances and campaigns across the South, and linking these 
via regional alliances. ActionAid, Oxfam and SCF now jointly manage 
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the Commonwealth Education Fund, providing resources to invest in 
further strengthening these campaigns and alliances – the first time that 
they have been able to devote significant resources to this key aspect 
of  the GCE’s work. 

Another distinctive feature of  the GCE has been the way in which 
participants have been contributing according to their own particular 
abilities and areas of  expertise. The differences between the NGOs 
and trade union organizations involved, from North to South, might 
have proved barriers to effective collaboration. But the GCE seemed 
to turn these differences into positives, with each party contributing in 
complementary fashion. There was recognition of  the importance of  
the fact that an international NGO was prepared to put the interests of  
the wider campaign before its own organizational interests. And there 
was also recognition of  the importance of  ensuring that the process 
itself  was empowering for Southern participants. This enabled them to 
develop their own capacities ‘to sit round the table with government 
and donors as equals and really hold their own’ (ActionAid 2002a) rather 
than relying on Northern NGOs to negotiate on their behalf. 

The GCE succeeded too in ‘framing’ the issue of  ‘Education for All’ 
effectively, turning the ‘curse’ of  consensus and complacency around, 
generating anger and outrage about the state of  education and educa-
tional inequities globally (Gopal and Archer 2002: 6). The importance 
of  the ‘framing’ process has already emerged in previous chapters, in 
the context of  social movement theorists’ debates. The ability to ‘frame’ 
issues in ways that resonate with participants and focus their campaigning 
was identified as a key ingredient in successful mobilizations. 

When GCE took off  as a continuing campaign, after Dakar, strategies 
were developed for the longer term, with the focus upon achieving the 
targets for 2015. But this was not at the expense of  organizing for the 
here and now. Momentum was maintained through initiatives such as the 
Global Action Weeks, initiatives that engaged the energy and enthusiasm 
of  children and their parents as well as involving the organizations of  
civil society and the trade union movement, nationally and internation-
ally. There are echoes here of  discussions in previous chapters – debates 
about the balance to be struck between the short term and the longer 
term, working for achievable gains, nationally as well as internationally, 
without losing sight of  longer-term strategies, operating effectively at 
the different policy-making levels while building sustainable movements 
and alliances for social change from the grass-roots.



9  |  Learning from Jubilee 2000: mobilizing for 
debt relief

‘Debt relief  is today fairly and squarely on the global agenda,’ supporters 
claimed, pointing to the achievements of  Jubilee 2000, challenging the 
negative effects of  globalization through citizen action both South and 
North (Dent and Peters 1999: 1). Jubilee 2000 had mobilized people of  
all faiths and people of  no faith, academics, pop stars, trade unionists 
and businessmen, sportspeople and artists, young and old, black and 
white, organizing together on a global scale ( Jubilee 2000 Coalition 
2000). ‘Jubilee 2000 is a weird thing,’ reflected Bono of  U2, ‘a mixed 
bag of  economists, pop stars, popes and people on the streets. We have 
swarmed together to force politicians into realising that there is only one 
way to give the millennium year meaning – by cancelling those debts 
which steal the future from the world’s poorest countries’ (ibid.: 11). 
In the space of  four years, Jubilee 2000’s campaign for the remission 
of  unpayable Third World debt made a remarkable impact, raising the 
issue’s profile internationally as well as locally, within communities. This 
was the context in which the Director of  the UK Coalition concluded 
that ‘The World will never be the same again … because of  Jubilee 
2000’ (ibid.: 3).

While debt continues to represent one of  the major barriers to poverty 
reduction globally, Jubilee 2000 did succeed in contributing to the achieve-
ment of  immediate improvements in some of  the poorest countries, 
enabling resources to be diverted from debt repayment to spending on 
education, health and housing. School fees were abolished in Uganda, 
Zambia and Tanzania, for example, and Mozambique used the savings 
to provide free immunization for children (Denny and Elliott 2003: 20). 
Progress on debt relief  has been held up in other cases, however, and 
countries continue to stack up new debts as a result of  factors such as 
reduced export earnings due to falling commodity prices. So although 
Jubilee 2000 wound itself  up in its existing form, with the millennium 
that was its immediate focus, campaigning has had to carry on. This has 
been backed with research from Jubilee Research, one of  the successor 
bodies, addressing the continuing issue of  debt as well as contributing 
to campaigning on related aspects of  economic and social justice. 

The experiences of  Jubilee 2000 illustrate a number of  themes that 
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have emerged already in previous chapters. There are parallels, in terms 
of  the campaign’s theoretical analysis of  the underlying issues, and 
there are similarities as well as differences in terms of  organizational 
approaches, strategies and tactics. Taken together, these experiences illus-
trate a number of  factors that have been central to the achievements 
of  global social movements. And they point to ways of  addressing the 
challenges that face individuals, groups and organizations aiming to build 
genuinely representative, democratically accountable, socially inclusive 
and sustainable movements for human rights and social justice, at the 
global level. 

This chapter starts by summarizing the history and achievements 
of  Jubilee 2000 before exploring the lessons participants themselves 
have drawn from their experiences. The evidence for these reflections 
comes from published sources, discussion papers and from interviews 
with individuals involved as staff  and activists in Jubilee 2000 itself  and 
its constituent organizations, together with some reflections from a 
decision-maker who experienced Jubilee 2000 from the receiving end 
(working on responding to the lobbying). In addition, the author had 
the opportunity to attend three meetings and participated in one of  
the major public events. 

Having examined a range of  views on the lessons to be drawn from 
these experiences, the chapter concludes by returning to the differing 
theoretical perspectives on global social movements explored in Chapter 
3 and their varying contributions to the analysis of  global social move-
ments in the twenty-first century. 

Jubilee 2000 Coalition
What precisely was the Jubilee 2000 Coalition and what might it mean 

to describe it as part of  a global social movement? Jubilee 2000 has been 
described as a broad coalition, ‘one of  the biggest global campaigns ever’ 
in the words of  the Guardian journalist who summarized its achievements 
at the end of  2000 (Bunting 2000: 15). This was an ad hoc coalition, 
launched in 1997 to focus on achieving relief  on unpayable debt of  the 
world’s poorest countries by the end of  the year 2000, to celebrate the 
millennium. The title ‘Jubilee 2000’ referred to the biblical concept of  
‘jubilee’ as the freeing of  slaves, the redress of  past injustices and the 
writing off  of  debts. The campaign’s symbol was a chain, referring to 
international campaigning against the slave trade in the nineteenth 
century, representing the enslaving nature of  the debt burden – and 
conversely, coming more positively to represent the human links, the 
chain of  activists linking hands in solidarity. 
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Although the campaign was intentionally short-lived, an organiza-
tional decision that will be explored in more detail below, it built 
upon previous campaigning, including previous campaigning by NGOs 
concerned with development issues. Other key constituents included 
a range of  faith-based organizations as well as trade unions, many of  
whom have continued to be concerned with debt and related develop-
ment issues such as trade. In this sense then, Jubilee 2000 has been part 
of  a longer-term movement for global justice. 

At the time of  the millennium, in 2000, the UK Jubilee Coalition 
had 110 organizations as members and there were, in addition, sixty-
nine coalitions worldwide, including seventeen in Central and Latin 
America, fifteen in Africa and ten in Asia. Supporters were actively 
involved through their membership of  constituent organizations and 
as individuals, signing the record-breaking petition (signed by 24 million 
from over sixty countries by June 1999), wearing the lapel badge, attend-
ing meetings and writing to politicians. In addition, supporters took part 
in major events such as the 70,000-strong human chain around the centre 
of  Birmingham, UK, in 1998, to lobby the G7 meeting of  the wealthier 
and relatively more powerful nations who were major creditors in their 
own right as well as being majority shareholders in the key international 
organizations, the IMF and the World Bank. 

The contested definitions of  what constitutes a social movement and 
varying perspectives on why and how social movements develop have 
already been explored in Chapter 3. In summary, in European debates, 
there has been some emphasis on analysing the underlying causes that 
give rise to social movements, together with new social movement theor-
ists’ emphasis on issues of  cultures and identities. Feminism’s questioning 
of  traditional gender roles and identities provides an illustration of  this 
latter point. In North American debates, in contrast, there has been 
more focus upon questions of  resource mobilization – organizing to gain 
resources and to impact upon decision-making processes – together with 
questions of  political processes, the structures of  political opportunity 
and the ways in which social movements use these spaces to mobilize 
effectively. Both approaches have been seen to have relevance for the 
study of  social movements in general (Crossley 2002) and both have been 
seen to have more – or less – relevance for the study of  global social 
movements, mobilizations with social movement and social movement 
organizations (Dalton 1994; Jordan and Maloney 1997).

Both approaches have aspects of  relevance for Jubilee 2000. The 
campaign challenged predominant constructions of  indebtedness and 
questioned neoliberal development strategies more generally. In addition, 
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Jubilee 2000 challenged negative images of  the poor in the South as pas-
sive ‘victims’ of  capitalist globalization. The most prevalent images of  
developing countries, it has been argued, remain Live Aid-type images of  
starving children with flies around their eyes, too weak to brush them 
off, dependent upon the resources and knowledge of  the industrialized 
countries of  the North to progress (VSO 2002). In contrast, Jubilee 2000 
provided an example of  a mobilization to promote change through 
solidarity rather than through charity, however well-meaning. 

Jubilee 2000 was, in addition, committed to making effective impacts 
upon decision-making processes, allying with more traditional organiza-
tions and movements to work for immediate and practical gains at both 
national and international levels. The coalition aimed to work through 
lobbying and negotiation with decision-makers as well as via mass 
mobilization at the grass-roots (Dent and Peters 1999). These aspects 
were less compatible with new social movement approaches. As will 
be suggested below, this was not an approach that related to Jubilee 
2000 that closely. Participants themselves emphasized the campaign’s 
goals and achievements on both counts, for the longer term as well 
as for the shorter term – although both have also been the subject of  
continuing debate.

Jubilee 2000 did, however, exemplify the four social movement themes 
that were identified by Della Porta and Diani, the themes of  informal 
interaction networks (as well as more formal ones, because formal organ-
izations such as churches and trade unions also participated) based upon 
shared beliefs and solidarity and engaging in collective action focusing upon 
conflicts, including the use of  protest (Della Porta and Diani 1999). As Della 
Porta and Diani also recognized, shared beliefs and solidarity are not 
simply to be taken as givens in social movements. There are two-way 
processes at work, as individuals and groups join on the basis of  shared 
beliefs, convictions that may then be strengthened through participa-
tion in collective action. There was evidence of  the ways in which 
participants’ beliefs were being enhanced through their experiences of  
collective action and collective reflection, just as there was evidence 
of  participants’ knowledge and understanding of  the underlying issues 
being strengthened. 

Finally, how might Jubilee 2000 be described as being part of  a social 
movement that was genuinely global? It was not only that Jubilee 2000 
was an international campaign – although the campaign’s supporters 
certainly did span five continents. Jubilee 2000 was global too in the 
sense that the target was the issue of  unpayable debt and its underlying 
causes, rooted in processes of  capitalist globalization. While the focus 
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was global, however, there were differing views on how far capitalist 
globalization itself  was to be challenged. The campaign included those 
who argued that neoliberal agendas were inherently inimical to the 
interests of  the poor, as well as those who argued that a genuine global 
movement could ‘reform these agendas and make globalization work 
for poor people around the world’ (Collins et al. 2001: 148).

Although Jubilee 2000 represented a critical response to economic 
aspects of  globalization, however, like so many of  the mobilizations 
already discussed in previous chapters, the campaign was also the 
beneficiary of  the global transformation of  communications. As a 
number of  commentators reflected, the spread of  e-mail and access to 
the Internet were key factors facilitating effective campaigning. Global 
celebrities played their part too, bringing the issues to a wider audience 
(although the involvement of  celebrities such as pop stars also provoked 
controversy). 

Jubilee 2000 was part of  a global movement in a third sense too. 
Herman has described globalization as ‘an active process of  corporate 
expansion across borders’ and as ‘an ideology, whose function is to reduce 
any resistance to the process by making it seem both highly beneficial 
and unstoppable’ (Herman 1999: 40). There are parallels here with the 
mantra of  Britain’s neoliberal prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, in the 
1980s, that ‘there is no alternative’ – a recipe for resignation, alienation 
and disempowerment. Jubilee 2000, in contrast, represented a fundamen-
tal challenge to the notion that there were no alternatives.

The emergence of  Jubilee 2000 was seen to have represented a crea-
tive response to the more favourable political climate in Britain and the 
USA, under Blair and Clinton, potentially offering more space for the 
development of  alternative agendas after the Thatcher/Reagan years. 
After a period of  pragmatism and cynicism there was a renewed sense of  
purpose, participants suggested: ‘putting things on the agenda – coming 
out after years of  Thatcherism’, ‘a sense that you can achieve objec-
tives’. The very emergence of  Jubilee 2000 demonstrated encouraging 
possibilities for developing citizen action at the global as well as the 
local and national levels. 

Paradoxically, it has been argued, globalization has the potential for 
increasing individuals’ self-reflexivity and choice as they develop creative 
responses to the increasing power of  transnational actors and organ-
izations (Giddens 1990). As Cohen and Kennedy have also argued, the 
implications of  globalization, for the reflexive citizen everywhere, include 
enhanced possibilities for challenging ‘the truth claims put forward by 
governments’ (Cohen and Kennedy 2000: 36). ‘Consequently,’ they 
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continued, with greater self-consciousness and knowledge and greater 
awareness of  our growing transnational interdependency, ‘ordinary citi-
zens everywhere are challenging state power and forging links with their 
counterparts in other countries’ (ibid.: 37). The experiences of  Jubilee 
2000 provide illustrations of  some of  the possibilities as well as the chal-
lenges of  social action based upon solidarity in this global context. 

Participants’ perspectives on Jubilee 2000
Given the breadth of  the coalition, a plurality of  views on the 

achievements of  Jubilee 2000 might have been anticipated, together 
with a range of  views on the strengths and weaknesses of  the cam-
paign. Clearly there were differences of  view on how much had been 
achieved, depending on the extent of  the goals in question, beyond 
the agreed aim of  the cancellation of  unpayable debt. Was the aim 
very specifically to make some progress on debt relief  for the poorest 
countries? This was perceived as the most that could realistically be 
achieved by some Northern campaigners, quoted by Collins, Gariyo 
and Burdon, for example, quoted many US activists who initially ‘saw 
this as the most that could be gained by the US campaign’ (Collins et 
al. 2001). Or was the aim to replace rather than to reform existing debt 
relief  programmes, processes and institutions (a view more prevalent 
among Southern campaigns)? 

This latter position was put very clearly by Jubilee South, an inter-
national movement constituted at a South–South Summit in 1999. Jubilee 
South took the position that creditors were using these debts as ‘an 
instrument of  exploitation and control of  our people’s resources and 
countries’. This alone was sufficient, Jubilee South argued, to render the 
so-called debts of  the South illegitimate. Far from owing these debts, 
it was argued, the peoples of  the South repudiated them, demanding 
total debt cancellation without conditionalities: ‘Don’t Owe – Won’t 
Pay’ ( Jubilee South website).

These demands were rooted in a political perspective that was 
explicitly anti-capitalist, calling for the transformation of  the global 
capitalist economic system – a perspective not necessarily shared by 
participants across the South, let alone across the campaign as a whole. 
The notion of  conditionality was particularly controversial. Making debt 
relief  conditional on resources being redirected towards social develop-
ment was seen as reasonable by some. These types of  conditions were 
about ensuring accountability, for the benefit of  people in the South, it 
was argued, rather than using conditions to enforce free-market dogmas, 
for the benefit of  donors (Dent and Peters 1999). Others, in contrast, 
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saw these conditions as a way of  reimposing structural adjustment, by 
another name, reinforcing external control of  Southern economies to 
serve the strategic aims of  neoliberal global agendas. 

Although these were important differences, however, relating as they 
did to underlying differences of  overall political perspective, they did 
not seem to fit neatly into North vs South positions. On the basis of  
the interviews, in fact, the ability to work together emerged as striking, 
especially in view of  these underlying differences. There was consider-
able agreement about the key issues and themes, in fact – although 
there were, of  course, differences of  emphasis about how these were 
to be evaluated. 

First, there seems to have been broad agreement about the impor-
tance of  Jubilee 2000’s roots. As one commentator reflected, ‘it certainly 
did not spring from nowhere’. Far from being spontaneous, this was a 
well-grounded campaign. It emerged from a history of  research and 
campaigning in the 1980s among what might loosely be termed a 
movement concerned with development and human rights issues when 
debt became identified as a key issue. A number of  NGOs, including 
Christian Aid, Tear Fund, Friends of  the Earth, Oxfam and the World 
Development Movement, for example, had already done considerable 
groundwork, in terms of  researching the impact of  neoliberal economic 
agendas, including the impact of  the structural adjustment programmes 
the World Bank and the IMF were promoting as conditions for lend-
ing to indebted countries. The question of  debt itself  was identified as 
centrally important, along with related questions, such as the need for 
fairer trade. The Debt Crisis Network came together in 1988, on the 
basis of  these NGO concerns, and the concerns of  their Southern NGO 
partners, with the negative impact of  debt and structural adjustment. 

These NGOs brought different strengths and areas of  expertise. 
Christian Aid and Tear Fund, for example, brought the strength of  their 
broad roots in the churches, while the World Development Movement 
brought the energy and enthusiasm of  its active membership (having 
been set up by Oxfam and Christian Aid to campaign at a time when 
NGOs, as charities bound by charitable legal requirements, had tended 
to be less involved in active campaigning). Oxfam’s particular contribu-
tion, it has been suggested, was its expertise in research and policy 
analysis and the respect this expertise commanded with governments 
and international organizations. Having well-founded facts and figures 
was seen by a number of  commentators as having been an important 
factor in Jubilee 2000’s credibility. 

There was also broad agreement that Jubilee 2000 had roots in the 
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South as well as in the North. As one participant explained, ‘lots of  
homework on the debt issue had already been done and there were 
debt groups around the world’. There were debt groups, for example, 
in Uganda and Mozambique with similar groupings in Honduras and 
Nicaragua. This set the scene for the emergence of  Jubilee 2000 as a 
genuinely global initiative when this came together in the mid-1990s as 
a campaigning network. The coalition was based initially in Christian 
Aid’s offices. 

When Jubilee 2000 started, there had been considerable scepticism 
in some quarters about the possibility of  developing a broadly based 
global campaign on such a relatively abstract issue. Economics tends 
to be seen as a complex subject in the North, even among relatively 
highly educated professionals, so how could a broad coalition of  peoples 
spanning the South as well as the North be expected to be attracted to 
a campaign on the debt? Several participants commented that they had 
initially had their doubts too. 

The very specific emphasis on the forgiveness of  debt for the forth-
coming millennium was identified as having been a key factor in the 
campaign’s success in finding an effective and clearly communicable 
focus. ‘The message was simple and compelling,’ in the words of  one 
participant, explaining how he came to become involved. The millen-
nium gave the debt issue immediacy and resonance. This was particularly 
relevant for those members of  faith groups, who were looking for ways 
of  giving the millennium deeper spiritual significance. As one participant 
commented, this emphasis on the importance of  the biblical meaning of  
the Jubilee stood in stark contrast with the somewhat less meaningful 
dome being planned for Greenwich to mark the year 2000 in London. 
Jubilee 2000 was described as ‘an idea whose time had come’. As another 
commentator reflected, previous campaigns on the debt had seemed 
‘rather academic’, whereas the Jubilee focus was seen as both ‘simple 
and sensible’ with its emphasis on ‘what needed to be done and who 
needed to take decisions and action to make it happen’. ‘We turned 
the debt into a non-technical issue. It’s a justice issue.’ The demands 
were given immediacy, and they were presented in a format specifically 
geared towards winning the broadest possible support. 

There are two aspects of  the campaign’s success to be emphasized 
here. The first is the timing – the ‘simple message’ whose time had 
come. Some commentators reflected that the time was ripe in another 
sense, too: there were widening political opportunity structures in this 
period. The centre Left had gained power in a number of  states in 
Europe. There was also a democratic President, Clinton, in the USA 
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(although it was also recognized that there were significant limits to 
this apparent shift to the centre Left, including the fact that Congress 
was controlled by the Republicans in the latter period). Nevertheless, 
it was suggested, this wider political scenario offered windows of  op-
portunity for campaigning that had not been present in the previous 
Thatcher/Reagan years. 

In addition, it was suggested, the fact that a number of  key ‘third 
way’ politicians (including the British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, and the 
Chancellor of  the Exchequer, Gordon Brown) were Christian socialists 
reinforced the view that lobbying them on these issues might be effective. 
They might be persuaded to shift in relation to national policy agendas 
and they might also be persuaded to use their votes to support the case 
for debt relief  in international forums. The interviews with participants 
provided specific examples to demonstrate the extent to which Gordon 
Brown, for instance, had been personally supportive (including references 
to his speech in St Paul’s Cathedral, London, in 1999, broadly support-
ing Jubilee 2000’s goals). Although the role of  particular politicians was 
emphasized by a number of  participants, however, it was also pointed 
out that the support of  politicians was not entirely unprecedented. There 
had actually been some space for campaigning for debt relief, under the 
previous Conservative government. Nor were supportive speeches by 
politicians sufficient in themselves. 

For a combination of  reasons already summarized in Chapter 1, key 
international organizations like the World Bank and the IMF were also 
demonstrating their preparedness to consider policy adjustments at this 
time. In the post-Washington consensus era, this greater willingness 
to address issues of  global poverty provided further encouragement 
to campaigners. By 1999, the World Bank had clearly recognized that 
the trickle-down effect supposed to bring the benefits of  free-market 
policies to the poor and the poorest was not necessarily succeeding in 
alleviating poverty (World Bank 1999). 

It was also becoming more widely argued that international organi-
zations needed to work in partnership with civil society as well as the 
private sector and the state, to promote social as well as economic 
development. The World Bank had already recognized that the poor 
needed to be directly involved in the development of  poverty reduction 
strategy papers – albeit within the continuing framework of  neoliberal 
free-trade agendas (ibid.). Even the IMF had announced in 1999 that 
poverty reduction was a core objective. Whatever the limitations, this was 
a scenario seen as offering very particular opportunities – opportunities 
that Jubilee 2000 set out to seize. 



    |     

The second aspect of  Jubilee 2000’s success that was emphasized 
more or less unanimously was the campaign’s breadth, from faith-based 
groups to trade unions, business people, academics, artists and media 
stars. Commentators reflected upon the impact that the huge public 
events made, especially since participation in these was so obviously 
not confined to the ‘usual suspects’. Many of  those taking part in the 
major public demonstrations (75 per cent, according to one source) had 
never participated in anything remotely comparable before. The ‘events’ 
were intentionally not described as ‘demonstrations’, in fact, precisely 
because this was a term that might have deterred political neophytes. 
Jubilee 2000 supporters included many who might have been far more 
alarmed than inspired by being associated with the negative publicity 
that accompanied the demonstrations that took place in Seattle, for 
example. In this respect, Jubilee 2000 supporters were typical of  the 
vast majority of  demonstrators who were, of  course, overwhelmingly 
non-violent, although this was not the message portrayed by many of  
the journalists who covered these events.

The fact that Jubilee 2000 activists were so evidently not the ‘usual 
suspects’ was believed to have surprised and impressed politicians. 
Similarly, hand-written letters from concerned individuals had particular 
impact, it was suggested, over and above the impact of  e-mails (which 
could have been sent by a relatively small number of  people). As one 
commentator (who had been a civil servant) reflected, 

ordinary people would ring up [politicians and government depart-
ments] and say, ‘I’m Mrs So and So and I want to talk to you about the 
debt.’ This had more impact than lots of  standard letters (although 
these also made an impact. The Treasury was getting 300,000 different 
communications a year, letters, cards and emails on the debt issue). At 
this time a quarter of  the Treasury’s entire correspondence was on debt. 
Hand-written letters made the most impact.

This direct involvement of  such a wide range of  people was key, then, 
to the campaign’s success. Although this breadth was identified as such 
a positive factor, spanning North and South, this breadth did also raise 
its own challenges in terms of  developing effective forms of  democratic 
accountability, as will be suggested below.

Before addressing these organizational issues, however, one further 
aspect of  the campaign’s history deserves mention: the use of  history 
per se. Participants consciously drew upon the experiences of  interna-
tional campaigning in the past, both the recent past (including campaigns 
against apartheid in South Africa) and the less recent past. Campaigners 
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had studied accounts of  nineteenth-century mobilizations against slavery, 
and drew lessons – and the symbol of  the chain – from these. These 
lessons were explored, for example, in the account published by Martin 
Dent and Bill Peters, two key figures in the development of  Jubilee 2000 
– with a strong interest in the campaign’s historical antecedents (Dent 
and Peters 1999). ‘We remember that a popular international movement 
in the 19th century, after a long struggle, brought about the end of  the 
slave trade,’ a Jubilee 2000 publication commented in 2000. ‘The chains 
of  debt are not yet broken, but they have been loosened; and as people 
continue to join hands against debt bondage, we will prise the chains 
of  debt apart’ ( Jubilee 2000 Coalition 2000: 20).

Jubilee 2000 emphasized its links with the past, as well as the novelty 
of  its particular approach in the present. In this respect, as already sug-
gested, Jubilee 2000 did not fit that closely into new social movement 
categories. While the campaign was certainly aiming to empower those 
who had been defined as ‘victims’ to redefine themselves as actors, 
speaking effectively with their own voices, the objectives were also 
very specific and intentionally achievable, or at least partially achiev-
able, within the allotted timespan, in the run-up to the millennium. The 
focus upon building alliances with existing organizations, including trade 
unions as well as churches (drawing upon experiences of  anti-apartheid 
campaigning), was also less characteristic of  new social movement theor-
ists’ approaches. On the contrary, in fact, Jubilee 2000 was a coalition 
of  formal organizations and social movement organizations as well as 
looser groupings and individuals, with varying levels of  commitment 
from signing the petition to participating in mass protest events. 

Jubilee 2000 did, however, adopt an organizational structure that was 
deliberately distinct and intentionally flexible, relatively informal and 
temporary. In this respect there were perhaps more resonances with 
new social movement models. When and how precisely the Debt Crisis 
Network developed into Jubilee 2000 was not entirely clear to all the 
participants who commented on this, though. Nor was the particular 
format that did evolve unanimously agreed to have been the most ap-
propriate. Differing views were expressed as to whether Jubilee 2000 
should have been the secretariat of  a coalition of  campaigning organiza-
tions and groups, for example, or a campaign in its own right. In the 
event, Jubilee 2000 remained a coalition, but with increasing identity, 
effectively, as a campaign in its own right. 

This had advantages, including advantages for the campaign’s secret-
ariat, enabling them to work with flexibility and speed. But there were 
also disadvantages from the perspectives of  some of  the constituent 
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organizations, including some of  the NGOs that had been involved in 
the earlier campaigns from the 1980s and early 1990s. Once Jubilee 
2000 became identified as a campaign in its own right, there were some 
expressions of  concern that there might be less space for the constituent 
organizations’ campaigning roles.

 As one commentator reflected, the fact was that since the 1990s a 
number of  NGOs had increasingly come to recognize that ‘campaign-
ing is both essential (in order to tackle the causes of  poverty, globally) 
and practically beneficial to the NGOs in question’. Getting a logo 
and ‘brand name’ more widely and positively known was contributing 
to fundraising, and some NGOs were beginning to recruit marketing 
expertise from the private sector to increase their effectiveness in this 
respect. As another participant commented, ‘the tools of  marketing 
are key here – how the public perceives you and your brand label’. ‘If  
six campaigning organizations are working together in partnership,’ he 
continued, ‘there is bound to be pressure to get to be the spokesperson 
– to get your logo on television.’ 

Some of  the possible implications of  increasing competition between 
NGOs, as they have faced pressures to become more market-orientated, 
have already been raised in previous chapters ( Jordan and Maloney 1997). 
The point to raise here is simply that the organizational form adopted 
by Jubilee 2000 was potentially contentious for these reasons. Meanwhile 
the reality was that Jubilee 2000 effectively became ‘the brand’ – with 
worldwide brand recognition. As one participant reflected, this develop-
ment of  the Jubilee ‘brand’ was key to such success as the campaign 
achieved.

There were also tensions about the balance to be struck between 
enabling decision-making to be rapid and ensuring democratic account-
ability, taking sufficient account of  the decision-making structures of  
component organizations. The leadership style was characterized in 
terms of  ‘getting on with it’, and this had enormous strengths. There 
was widespread and extremely enthusiastic appreciation of  the dynam-
ism and commitment of  the staff  and particularly of  the director, who 
was singled out for special appreciation and praise. Her personal con-
tribution was clearly immense. She was described as dynamic, articulate, 
high-profile and passionate. Inevitably, perhaps, being such a strong 
charismatic personality also provoked criticisms and disagreements. 

On the other hand, democratic representation and accountability were 
inevitably going to be problematic, and especially so in such a broad 
coalition, spanning North and South. As has already been suggested in 
Chapter 5, representation and accountability have been and continue to 
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be problematic in community participation, whether locally or globally. 
It would have been extraordinary if  these issues had not also emerged 
as issues for Jubilee 2000.

Jubilee 2000 developed its own approaches to addressing these 
problems. As a paper by Ed Mayo of  the New Economics Foundation 
(an organization that played a key role in supporting Jubilee 2000 and 
its successor Jubilee Research) argued, with Jubilee 2000 ‘the purpose, 
direction and vision of  the campaign is the DNA of  every component 
of  the organisation’ (Mayo 1999). In his view, the campaign had resolved 
organizational tensions creatively with a number of  shifts in gear, as 
the momentum developed. As the campaign had grown, so the organ-
izational structure had developed from a relatively loose network to 
a more clearly defined one. There had been a continuing process of  
reviewing progress and learning from mistakes, keeping up the momen-
tum of  engaging people in events and activities to maintain and further 
strengthen the campaign. 

The team of  staff  and volunteers in the secretariat worked with 
initiative and because this was a new venture, it was suggested, there 
was no organizational baggage to contend with. The regular planning 
meetings showed ‘no deference’, participants commented. People were 
respected not because of  their formal position in the organization but 
for what they were doing. As a number of  participants also pointed out, 
there was continuing commitment to being as inclusive and genuinely 
accountable as possible, and especially to involve Southern partners 
fully and enable them to speak with their own voice. Jubilee 2000 was 
strongly committed to working towards this aim and the inclusion of  
Southern voices gave the campaign legitimacy, it was argued. While 
these views were strongly expressed, the difficulties of  ensuring that 
these commitments were carried out, in practice, were also recognized, 
however. Similar questions were also raised by participants from con-
stituent organizations. 

One particular feature of  Jubilee 2000’s organizational approach was 
its commitment to being time-limited. As one participant explained, 
‘there was a strong ethical discourse about not setting up a long term 
poverty business’. As another person put this, ‘values on human rights 
and justice – that was our brand’. Unlike other organizations, including 
large NGOs, it was argued, Jubilee 2000 was determined not to become 
focused upon its own organizational survival or the careers of  its staff. 
This also related to Jubilee 2000’s decision not to invest time and effort 
in developing complex formalized structures (for what would in any 
case be a time-limited campaign). 
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Being time-limited gave Jubilee 2000 particular strengths and added 
moral authority – because this was so evidently not a ‘protest business’. 
The immediacy of  the campaign was a key factor in maintaining such 
sharp focus, too. But the decision to be time-limited was also potentially 
contentious. As one participant commented, ‘being time-bound can have 
both strengths and weaknesses’. The underlying issues were long-term 
problems with continuing effects, particularly in the world’s poorer 
countries. There was a view that some damage was done by the deci-
sion to wind the campaign up in its current form at the end of  the mil-
lennium year. Some Southern coalitions – with fewer resources at their 
disposal – had taken longer to develop. By the year 2000 these Southern 
groupings felt that they were just beginning really to get going. As a 
result of  the decision to wind up at this point, some trust was broken 
in the South, it was suggested. This was a source of  potential anxiety 
to development NGOs, among others, with long-term partnerships 
with Southern NGOs to sustain. ‘Mistakes were made here,’ according 
to one participant, suggesting that the campaign ended too abruptly 
with the result that some momentum was lost. This was evidently a 
contentious decision.

In the event, the campaign did not simply evaporate on 31 December 
2000. In the UK ‘Drop the Debt’ took on the specific task of  keeping up 
the momentum until the next G8 meeting, pressurizing to ensure that 
millennium commitments on debt relief  were honoured. This campaign 
continued until the Genoa meeting of  the G8 in 2001. Meanwhile, the 
Jubilee Debt Campaign, a network of  regional and faith groups, NGOs, 
trade unions and others, continued to co-ordinate campaigning activity 
and policy work for Genoa and beyond. In addition, Jubilee Plus took 
on the role of  providing analysis and research on international debt 
and finance. Subsequently, this became Jubilee Research, a ‘think-and-do 
tank’ housed in the New Economics Foundation, providing up-to-date 
research, analysis, news and data via its publications and website. The 
international links were taken forward by the Jubilee Movement Inter-
national. So while Jubilee 2000 itself  was time-limited as a campaign, 
this could be seen as a phase in a longer-term movement for global 
economic justice. 

It was also suggested by some commentators that being time-limited 
did not completely solve the potential problems around individual or 
organizational self-interest. Jubilee 2000 was strongly committed to avoid-
ing becoming a self-serving bureaucracy. But social movements are not 
immune from wider social pressures, any more than NGOs are (Edwards 
2001). In a global context in which Northern NGOs have much greater 
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access to resources and to politicians and the media than their Southern 
counterparts, becoming a partner in a Northern campaign can be seen 
as potentially highly advantageous. As one participant explained, ‘every 
Southern partner depended on an outside funder and that affected the 
relationship’.

One commentator suggested, for instance, that in some countries, 
though certainly not all, Jubilee 2000, like other initiatives seen as coming 
from the North, could be perceived as a gravy train, offering valuable 
contacts with potential supporters. As another participant reflected, 
‘realistically being linked with a Northern NGO gives huge prestige and 
access to resources’. Given their relative lack of  resources, compared with 
their Northern counterparts, Southern NGOs could hardly be criticized 
for being on the look-out for links of  this type. How can Northern NGOs 
be sure, though, this commentator queried, that Southern NGOs are 
not seeking to link with them for self-interested reasons? And how can 
they ensure that Southern partners are themselves representative and 
democratically accountable, especially if  other potential partners in the 
South approach them with the argument that ‘you are supporting the 
wrong people here, so switch over and support us’? 

Realistically, these are not questions that can easily be answered in 
the current context, characterized as it is by such inequalities, inter-
nationally. Efforts have been made (including, for example, the efforts of  
some Northern NGOs to draw up criteria to guide decisions on which 
Southern NGOs to support). But this is an ongoing problem and, as 
commentators pointed out, ‘Northern NGOs affect the power balance’ 
through the decisions they take. As several participants suggested, in 
the long term the development of  civil society needs to be supported 
in the South. Northern NGOs could be supporting Southern NGOs to 
do their own advocacy, not leading it themselves, but focusing upon 
pressurizing their own governments in the North and, through them, 
applying pressure on international decision-making processes. 

One particular aspect of  these debates about who spoke for whom 
related to the use of  celebrities to publicize the campaign. The involve-
ment of  big names such as pop stars has potential disadvantages as well 
as evident advantages. Pop stars attract media coverage, and this, in turn, 
engages the interest of  politicians and decision-makers, nationally and 
internationally – being photographed with a pop star being an outcome 
to be relished in this age of  spin. This all helps to build up a campaign’s 
profile, as well as engaging the interest of  potential supporters at the 
grass-roots. The involvement of  Bono, for example, was cited as having 
brought the campaign to the attention of  a generation of  young people 
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who would not have been reached easily in other ways. This applied 
to teenagers and street children in Latin America as well as to young 
people in the North. Bono was described as having been superb and 
his commitment continued subsequently. Bob Geldof ’s commitment 
similarly continued subsequently. 

There were others who complained that the use of  pop stars ‘turned 
our stomachs’, however. In particular, there were fears that media celeb-
rities may turn out to be high risks, liable to go off  on their own tack 
(possibly more concerned about putting across their own publicity than 
conveying the campaign’s particular message). The use of  celebrities 
can trivialize a campaign, it was suggested. And this may be particularly 
unacceptable in the South when the celebrities concerned are from the 
North. There were tributes to particular Northern celebrities, however, 
especially Bono and Bob Geldof  – for their genuine and continuing 
commitment and for being so well-informed and so articulate on the 
campaign’s behalf. Three years after Jubilee 2000 had wound itself  up 
in its previously existing form, Bob Geldof  was still arguing the case, 
pointing out that although much had been achieved, debt relief  had 
been accompanied by conditions imposed by the rich world. The rich 
world had been demanding that markets be opened up, ‘but don’t expect 
us to do the same’. Although some global debt had been cancelled, 
most had not, ‘while the rich world has slashed aid and rigged trade’ 
(Geldof  2003: 21). Poor families in Third World countries might die 
before they saw the changes that needed to be made, he concluded; 
‘indeed I may die before I see it – but change it will because change 
it must’ (ibid.). 

Reflecting on the use of  celebrities in general, a number of  par-
ticipants commented that Jubilee 2000 had become highly skilled in 
doing this without allowing them to run off  with the campaign. Others 
reflected on the attributes of  the particular celebrities concerned – it 
had been crucially important that these celebrities had been so articulate 
and so well-informed as well as being so committed. In summary, then, 
it had been very important to publicize results and celebrate successes. 
This had been achieved through the media work overall.

Despite being such a broad alliance, a ‘big tent’ with room for many 
different views and interests, Jubilee 2000 succeeded in keeping the 
coalition together effectively over its lifetime. Although the constituent 
organizations had varying structures and styles, this had not necessarily 
been a source of  friction in practice. Without minimizing the inherent 
challenges in building such a broadly based campaign, even on a tem-
porary basis, there were some very positive evaluations overall. Such 
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differences as there were had been kept within the campaign, it was 
argued. No one ‘ran off  to the media with their side of  any particular 
story’, it was pointed out – a factor attributed to the strength of  shared 
commitment to the common cause. 

There were also very positive comments about the shared learning 
that had developed through working together over this period. Despite 
different organizational structures and styles, for example, it was sug-
gested that the campaign had contributed to the fact that trade union 
organizations and NGOs were developing more effective ways of  work-
ing together. That was, in itself, an aspect of  Jubilee 2000 that increased 
its popular appeal. As a number of  participants commented, people like 
to see organizations working together. 

The process of  involvement and dialogue had also been a radicalizing 
experience for some groups, it was suggested, including some faith-
based groups. And there were powerful accounts of  the learning that 
had been taking place for individuals as well as for organizations in the 
South as well as the North. This included different types of  learning, 
in theory and in practice. 

In India, for instance, for some people with limited literacy skills, the 
Jubilee 2000 petition was the first paper they had ever signed. Signing 
the petition became an educative experience too in the sense that this 
involved becoming informed about the debt issue itself. When a journal-
ist challenged the basis of  the 2 million signatures to the petition in Peru, 
doubting whether all 2 million really understood the issues involved, 
he went to a remote village to find out for himself. To his amazement, 
he was immediately treated to a cogent explanation of  the global debt 
and how this was affecting people in the area, locally. 

Exploring lessons and their potential implications
As the previous example illustrated, the learning associated with 

involvement in Jubilee 2000 represented a significant achievement in 
its own right. From signing the petition to participating in campaigning 
events, those involved had been engaged in what might be considered 
as a truly massive global process of  adult and community education. 
Participants gained critical understanding of  global development issues, 
itself  a major achievement, especially given the anxieties so often as-
sociated with economics, popularly perceived as a complex subject, the 
domain of  experts rather than ‘lay’ activists. And they gained knowledge 
and understanding of  decision-making processes and how to organize 
to impact on these, globally as well as nationally and locally. Although 
the active engagement of  grass-roots groups was inevitably problematic, 
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this was at least partially achieved even in some rural contexts where 
grass-roots groups lacked access to basic communication tools such as 
newspapers, television and even radio (Collins et al. 2001). And Jubilee 
2000 was educative in the wider ways in which the campaign impacted 
upon popular perceptions/misconceptions and self-perceptions, focusing 
as it did on the causes rather than the ‘victims’ of  global poverty. This has 
been identified as one of  the main reasons for Jubilee 2000’s appeal.

There are resonances here with approaches to popular education, 
drawing upon Paulo Freire’s concept of  ‘conscientization’ (Freire 1972). 
Chapter 5 included examples, such as the popular education initiatives 
developed by the Landless People’s Movement in Brazil. Jubilee 2000 
similarly enhanced participants’ critical consciousness, facilitating collec-
tive action as the basis for empowerment and social transformation. 

The challenges faced by Jubilee 2000 have parallels, too, with the 
challenges and dilemmas identified in Chapter 5 in relation to com-
munity development theory and practice (Mayo 1994). How to build 
a broad coalition without losing focus, for example? How to maintain 
long-term support and build up momentum through winning immediate, 
achievable objectives – such as the objectives on debt cancellation for 
the poorest countries under existing initiatives – without losing sight of  
longer-term aims for more total debt cancellation and fairer trade? How 
to avoid becoming marginalized, on the one hand, or becoming co-opted, 
on the other, incorporated into the agendas of  the decision-makers who 
were to be lobbied and challenged? How to campaign around key policy 
issues, engaging with political processes without becoming the creature 
of  any particular political party or grouping? How to work effectively 
with professionals, media stars and politicians without allowing them 
to hi-jack the agenda? 

Some of  these dilemmas have taken on added significance, with in-
creasing parallels between experiences in the South and in the North, 
in the context of  globalization. Issues of  democratic representation and 
accountability have become more evidently problematic, in particular, 
as civil society has become more central in international policy debates. 
As Chapter 2 suggested, civil society has been conceptualized as an 
arena containing conflicting interests and agendas (Edwards 2001). These 
include the tensions between neoliberal market-orientated agendas on 
the one hand and bureaucratic state agendas and solutions on the other. 
Civil society organizations are being subjected to pressures from both 
directions, pressures to become more ‘businesslike’ in their operations 
and pressures to become major service providers on the state’s behalf. 
Rather than necessarily guaranteeing legitimacy, let alone consensus, civil 
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society contains its own dilemmas and conflicts, including dilemmas and 
conflicts around democratic representation and accountability. 

Increasing policy emphasis on community participation in the North 
has been accompanied by increased questioning as to who is actually 
speaking for whom and whose voices are – or are not – being effectively 
heard (Anastacio et al. 2000). In the global context, where access to 
power and resources (including media resources) is so unevenly dis-
tributed, the effective representation of  less powerful Southern voices 
is potentially even more problematic. There was widespread agreement 
among those who reflected on the achievements and challenges of  Ju-
bilee 2000 that this had indeed been a key issue, if  not the most central 
challenge for the development of  global citizen action in the future. As 
one participant reflected, ‘If  people try to create movements for other 
people they implode.’ The way forward, in the longer term, according 
to this participant, was for the North to be resourcing the South to 
do its own advocacy and campaigning. The North, meanwhile, should 
be concentrating its advocacy on pressurizing its own governments. 
As the experiences of  Jubilee 2000 illustrated, Northern governments 
were potentially crucial, both in their own right and as members of  key 
international organizations such as the World Bank and the IMF. 

If  campaigning is effectively focused on the causes rather than the 
victims of  global poverty, then these approaches are absolutely comple-
mentary. It is not only that Northern campaigners need to pressurize 
their own governments to take action to support Southern campaigning. 
Challenging the processes of  capitalist globalization is about solidarity 
rather than charity, with the potential for building a global social move-
ment genuinely in the interests of  campaigners in the North as well as 
in the interests of  those in the South. 

Jubilee 2000 and differing perspectives on social movements
New social movement theorists’ concerns to differentiate the ‘new’ 

social movements from the ‘old’ have already been questioned. As 
Chapter 4 suggested, the ‘new’ may not be so ‘new’ nor the ‘old’ so 
‘old’. New social movements have grown from the networks developed 
by older movements. And they have worked within and through formal 
bureaucratic structures as well as experimenting with more fluid organ-
izational forms. Meanwhile, older movements, including the trade union 
and labour movement, have been ‘seeking ways out of  the apparent 
impasse of  the old tactics, organizational modes and even objectives’ 
(Waterman 1999: 13), developing new approaches to organizing and 
building social movement unionism, globally as well as locally. This is 
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absolutely not to deny that there is anything new in the current context, 
simply to point to particular areas of  overlap and to highlight some of  
the ways in which different movements interact. 

On the basis of  their study of  social movement organizations con-
cerned with the environment and human rights, Jordan and Maloney 
concluded that the new social movement literature did not have very 
much to contribute overall ( Jordan and Maloney 1997). This would seem 
somewhat harsh as a conclusion in relation to Jubilee 2000. Although 
Jubilee 2000 explicitly acknowledged the achievements of  the past, the 
campaign was also concerned to develop new approaches, introducing 
more flexible organizational formats and campaigning styles. While 
Jubilee 2000 focused on the debt, an issue with vital implications for 
people’s livelihoods in the poorest parts of  the world, the campaign was 
not confined to the most immediate practical concerns, raising wider 
challenges to predominant ideologies of  development. It was noteworthy, 
too, that Jubilee 2000’s supporters campaigned with such altruism. For 
the 70,000-strong crowd around the centre of  Birmingham in 1998, for 
example, there were no obvious personal benefits to be gained in the 
short term. Jubilee 2000’s achievements in moblizing so many supporters 
cannot be understood without reference to this ideological commitment. 
Aspects of  new social movement theorists’ approaches have relevance 
here, rather than approaches emphasizing the importance of  actors’ 
self-interests.

On the other hand, Jubilee 2000 was not predominantly concerned 
with issues of  identity, lifestyle or culture (although the campaign did 
challenge negative stereotypes of  the poor as the passive ‘victims’ of  
globalization). Nor did Jubilee 2000’s commitment to flexibility inhibit 
the campaign from building alliances with more formal organizational 
structures, including trade unions as well as faith groups and NGOs. Ju-
bilee 2000 campaigned pragmatically as well as with principle, mobilizing 
resources and seizing political opportunities. The literatures on resource 
mobilization and political process approaches have relevance in these 
respects. Jordan and Maloney’s conclusion – that both approaches could 
contribute to the understanding of  global social movements, although 
neither, on its own, seemed entirely satisfactory – could be applied in 
the case of  Jubilee 2000.

Challenging the negative effects of  neoliberal agendas globally, Jubilee 
2000 developed the campaign with the benefit of  globalized communi-
cations technologies. Campaigners seized new global opportunities to 
mobilize for alternatives agendas, exploring ways of  building a social 
movement that would be both effective and genuinely representative, 
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locally as well as globally. While the campaign wound itself  up in its 
existing form, there were supporters who recognized the need to keep 
the pressure up until all the promises were redeemed (Dent and Peters 
1999) – a longer-term project for economic and social justice.



10  |   Resisting imperialism: building social 
movements for peace and social justice

The novelty of  contemporary challenges to capitalist globalization has 
been explored in previous chapters – the view that the world will never 
be the same again. But the relevance of  particular legacies from the 
past has also been emphasized. Nineteenth-century imperialism and 
twenty-first-century capitalist globalization have points of  comparison 
as well as of  difference. And previous chapters have similarly explored 
comparisons as well as contrasts between the ways in which challenges 
to these have been developed over time – down to the organizational 
styles of  the mobilizations concerned. 

Reflecting on the experiences of  the Campaign for Nuclear Disarma-
ment (CND), Mattausch pointed to the significance of  continuity as well 
as change. Postmodernists’ – and following them, new social movement 
theorists’ – emphasis on the need for new analytical tools and approaches 
was misplaced, he argued. Modernity had not been wholly superseded 
and ‘cultural developments of  the past do not just go away; past pat-
terns of  imperialism, nationalism and ethnic identifications do not have 
an expiry date’ (Mattausch 2000: 194). While social movements such as 
CND have their ups and downs, the peace movement’s significance ‘has 
lain less in its specific achievements and more in its bequests to future 
campaigners. This bequest has included campaigning skills, experience, 
knowledge and inspiration’ (ibid.: 195) – emphasizing the moral dimen-
sions of  the movement’s appeal. 

Ironically, this turned out to be something of  an underestimation 
of  CND’s particular legacy. Three years after Mattausch’s chapter was 
published, the largest peace demonstration ever, in Britain, was jointly 
organized by CND, the Stop the War Coalition and the Muslim Associ-
ation of  Britain. At least one and a half  million people marched through 
London on 15 February 2003. And millions demonstrated for peace in 
more than 300 cities across the globe, from New Zealand through Asia 
and Africa, from Europe to North and South America. 

This chapter starts by summarizing some of  the ways in which 
these mobilizations have built upon previous movements, including 
anti-capitalist globalization movements as well as anti-war movements 
in particular countries. As the experiences of  Jubilee 2000 illustrated, in 
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the previous chapter, past campaigns have been built upon and developed 
in new ways, linking campaigning on the debt, for example, with cam-
paigning on aid, trade and the particular challenge of  HIV/AIDS. The 
Trade Justice Campaign similarly exemplifies these processes, building on 
previous campaigns to take forward the social justice agenda. This leads 
into the concluding discussion about possible implications for building 
sustainable challenges to capitalist globalization, challenges that make an 
impact in the here and now, while contributing to strategies for social 
transformation in the longer term. 

Building on the links: the peace movement and the Stop the War 
Coalition

The history of  CND, within the wider peace movement, exemplifies 
ways in which movements ebb and flow over time, building on previous 
experiences and networks as they re-emerge (Byrne 1988; Mattausch 
1989; 2000). The first campaign against Britain’s development of  nuclear 
weapons was organized by the British Peace Committee in the 1950s, 
a mobilization that succeeded in obtaining a million signatures for a 
petition, despite criticisms for links with the World Peace Committee 
(labelled as ‘communist’ during this Cold War period) (Ruddock 1987). 
CND itself  was formed in 1958, the year of  the first march to Alder-
maston (the site of  nuclear weapons developments). These marches 
developed momentum with 100,000 attending the rally associated 
with the largest, in 1962. There was considerable focus upon trying 
to persuade the Labour Party to adopt the policy of  unilateral nuclear 
disarmament – using lobbying tactics as well as encompassing non-
violent direct action. In subsequent years, from the mid-1960s, however, 
support levelled off. This was for a number of  reasons (including the 
focus shifting to opposition to the Vietnam War, from 1965). 

The movement only really began to revive in the late 1970s, with 
membership growing by 200 per cent between 1982 and 1985 (Byrne 
1988). This was at least in part in response to new threats from NATO 
deployments, including the threats posed by the deployment of  cruise 
missiles at Greenham Common, the site of  major mobilizations. (The 
Women’s Peace Camp at Greenham Common started in 1981.) While 
new activists came forward, including women, activated via their involve-
ment in second-wave feminism, there were activists with experiences 
dating back to the previous period, including faith-based groups (such 
as the Quakers and others involved in Christian CND) and some trade 
unionists. There was continuity then, as well as change, both in terms 
of  organizations and individuals. 
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Then as previously, the majority of  supporters were middle-class 
– many of  them public sector professionals such as teachers and health 
workers (Mattausch 1989) – and many were also members of  other 
organizations. A survey of  members in 1985 identified that around a 
third were members of  a trade union, around a quarter belonged to a 
political party (mostly Labour but others too, including other Left par-
ties and the Green Party) and a fifth belonged to a church, pointing to 
the view that participation is a cumulative process (Byrne 1988). Being 
involved in one organization/campaign tends to lead to further involve-
ment in others too. There are parallels here with the interconnected 
memberships of  organizations such as Amnesty International, Friends 
of  the Earth and Greenpeace (discussed in Chapter 3).

While CND was a broad organization, encompassing those engaged 
in direct action as well as those who joined marches and organized peti-
tions, the focus was upon the nuclear issue per se. CND had developed 
links with other movements internationally, but not with anti-capitalist 
globalization movements more specifically. It was not immediately obvi-
ous, then, that CND would join with anti-globalization campaigners to 
stop the war threatened against Iraq, the war that did eventually break 
out in 2003. 

In the event, CND took the view that nuclear weapons might be 
used as part of  a first strike, by Britain, for instance. It was therefore 
appropriate to mobilize against this threat. Similar arguments had been 
used to justify CND’s involvement in campaigning against the earlier war 
in Afghanistan. At this point, however, there had been other reservations 
about joining the Stop the War Coalition, too. This was partly because 
some elements within the coalition were not condemning the attacks 
on the World Trade Center (11 September 2001) and partly, perhaps, 
because of  more general anxieties about getting involved in a coalition 
with Left political groupings. These anxieties evidently continued, and 
CND retained its separate identity as a campaigning organization. But 
CND did participate in joint events with the Stop the War Coalition and 
the Muslim Association of  Britain. ‘The CND banners were right up at 
the front’ in fact, on 15 February 2003, ‘behind the main joint banner 
of  the three organizations who had worked so hard to make the day 
such a success, CND with the Muslim Association of  Britain and the 
Stop the War Coalition’ (Naughton 2003: 7). 

Subsequently, activists reflected on the ways in which the events of  15 
February themselves had changed the situation. This was the culmination 
of  processes of  change over time, as different organizations developed 
ways of  working together, based on increasing trust and mutual under-
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standing. There had been differences of  opinion, including differences 
over the campaign’s overall focus. Should this be broadened to include 
related issues in the region (such as Palestine, as the Muslim Association 
of  Britain, among others, argued), or should it be kept tightly focused 
on Iraq? Either way, the campaign might lose supporters (although this 
fear was not actually realized when the campaign did decide to include 
demands on the Palestinian question). Without minimizing these differ-
ences, activists reflected on the ways in which trust had actually been 
developed, increasing the chances of  keeping the links together to be 
in a position to campaign again in the face of  future threats. 

Meanwhile similar processes could be identified in building the Stop 
the War Coalition itself. Here too, the campaign against the threat of  
war against Iraq built upon previous mobilizations against interventions 
in the Balkans, Afghanistan and the Gulf. But this was much bigger and 
broader – partly because the issues were clearer to a wider range of  
potential supporters. 

From the Stop the War Coalition’s perspective, the key elements in 
the campaign were Left groupings (from the Socialist Workers Party, 
the Communist Party and the left of  the Labour Party) and the Mus-
lim Association of  Britain, representing a broad section of  the Muslim 
community, not just the Left within it. CND peace activists were also 
involved. The pattern of  trade union involvement was rather similar, 
although this also developed over time, with more active involvement 
as the movement built up to the demonstration on 15 February 2003. 

It was through the anti-globalization movement’s networks, networks 
already developed through the World Social Forum and the European 
Social Forum, for example, that the Stop the War Coalition succeeded 
in linking with anti-war mobilizations internationally. Globalise Resis-
tance had already made the connections between globalization, war 
and imperialism, with a particular focus on US imperialist interests in 
oil. There were, of  course, a number of  analyses that could be drawn 
on, to develop these arguments. 

For example, Hardt and Negri’s study Empire had pointed to the 
links between the emergence of  the ‘new world order’ and the military 
interventions being undertaken to protect its interests – in the name of  
‘just wars’. ‘The Gulf  War’, Hardt and Negri argued, ‘gave us perhaps 
the first fully articulated example of  this new epistemology of  the 
concept’ of  the ‘just war’ (Hardt and Negri 2000: 13). Andrew Murray, 
chair of  the Stop the War Coalition, had also previously published an 
analysis of  the disturbing realities behind the rhetoric of  the ‘new world 
order’. His book pointed to similarly terrifying conclusions about the 
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threats to world peace from globalization and the resurgence of  inter-
imperialist rivalry between the great powers (Murray 1997). Through 
the Stop the War Coalition these theoretical links could be brought 
together with campaigning networks, in practice, to build resistance 
on a global scale. 

Like CND activists, Stop the War Coalition activists reflected on 
the importance of  the processes of  working together, building mutual 
understanding and trust. Mutual stereotypes were challenged as young 
women came forward to speak for the Muslim community, for example. 
And Leftists increasingly resisted the temptation to put the interests 
of  their own organizations before the interests of  the campaign as a 
whole. The movement itself  transformed those involved in the process, 
it was argued.

Working with political parties poses particular challenges for social 
movements, however. Political parties can, of  course, provide valuable 
support, both in terms of  resources and in terms of  access to decision-
making processes. But being closely associated with any particular 
political party has its downside, potentially threatening the movement’s 
independence and alienating supporters who do not share that particular 
political perspective. Opponents can and do use such political connec-
tions to smear social movements, attempting to discredit them by label-
ling them as tools of  this or that particular political tendency. The chair 
of  the Stop the War Coalition, for example, was labelled as ‘an apologist 
for Stalin’ in the context of  an article that questioned the coalition’s 
democratic credentials and potential sustainability (Cohen 2003: 24). 

The World Social Forum and the European Social Forum dealt with 
these issues by limiting the participation of  political parties. But political 
parties have also provided key support. Rifondazione Comunista and the 
left social democrats in Italy were credited with having played a major 
role in organizing the European Social Forum in Florence, for example. 
The Workers’ Party (PT) – emanating, itself, from the trade unions 
and social movements in Brazil – played a similarly important role in 
organizing the meetings in Porto Alegre (although it was also criticized 
for using the second forum to publicize its own political messages). 
There were differences of  view here about the desirability of  such links 
with political parties, reflecting the breadth of  views within the anti-
globalization movement more generally, a breadth encapsulated in the 
slogan ‘One no and many yeses’ (Kingsnorth 2003). As Kingsnorth has 
commented, referring to anti-globalization movements more generally, 
‘this is an enormous and chaotically diverse movement, full of  passionate 
and intensely argumentative people’ (ibid.: 316).
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Realistically, the difficulties of  building and sustaining such a broad 
coalition are not to be underestimated. There have been continuing 
differences of  focus and varying perspectives on the roles of  the range 
of  organizations and individuals involved as well as differences of  organ-
izational style. Previous chapters have explored some of  the challenges 
inherent in building such alliances – as well as the crucial importance 
of  developing strategies to address them. 

Building on the links: campaigning on debt and trade
As the previous chapter also pointed out, global campaigning on 

the debt has similarly continued, if  in differing organizational form. 
For instance, the campaign on Debt, AIDS and Trade in Africa (DATA) 
links the debt issue with the related issues of  trade and aid as well as 
HIV/AIDS – with support from organizations and individuals previously 
involved in Jubilee 2000. After the millennium, they decided to continue, 
linking the issue of  debt with trade justice and with AIDS – because 
AIDS has had such devastating effects, economically as well as socially. 
And the particular focus on Africa was agreed because the most serious 
problems were located there. Both Bono and Bob Geldof  continued to 
play key roles, actively supporting DATA. If  anything, it has been sug-
gested, they even became more deeply committed, over time, doing a 
great deal of  work behind the scenes as well as continuing with their 
more public roles. DATA has campaigned extensively in the USA, as well 
as in Britain and the European Union – and, of  course, in Africa. 

Summarizing the connections between debt, trade and aid, Bob 
Geldof  explained,

while the debts were being written off, aid has been run down. Accord-
ing to Jubilee Research, total resource flows to the 53 countries identified 
as highly indebted have fallen sharply, from 6.2 billion dollars at the time 
of  the Birmingham summit to 4.3 billion in 2000 [ … debt relief] comes 
with conditions: G7 leaders (through the IMF) require countries to jump 
impossible economic hurdles they themselves decline. ‘Open up your 
markets’ is one condition, ‘but don’t expect us to do the same.’ [ … ] 
‘Remove all protection for your producers – but don’t ask us to reform 
the state-backed protection we give to pharmaceutical industries’ (result-
ing in unaffordable prices for life saving drugs including drugs for HIV/ 
Aids). How much harder can we make it? It’s not just that we won’t 
write off  debts that cripple their economies – we won’t let them earn 
their way out of  poverty through trade either. (Geldof  2003: 21)

A number of  the organizations previously involved in Jubilee 2000, 
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including the Jubilee Debt Campaign, came together subsequently to 
form the Trade Justice Campaign (TJC) to pursue the issue of  trade in 
particular. Like the issue of  debt, the issue of  trade justice had already 
been emerging on organizing agendas. This had a history of  support 
from a number of  NGOs, as well as from progressive organizations 
and individuals involved in developing fair trade initiatives – including 
the Greater London Council and the Greater London Enterprise Board 
in the 1980s. 

The TJC was formed to take the debt campaign further, linking this 
not only with trade but also with TRIPs and GATS and with campaign-
ing against privatization more generally. The specific focus, for 2003, 
centred on three international summits, the EU Heads of  State Summit, 
the G8 Summit and the World Summit on Sustainable Development, 
with emphasis upon the need to change the policies of  the WTO. But 
this was to be the prelude to the development of  campaigning for the 
longer term, taking on neoliberal agendas more holistically. 

The Trade Justice Movement (TJM) has represented a fast-growing 
coalition including NGOs, faith groups and trade union organizations, 
concerned abut the threats to public services and jobs (as a result of  
GATS, for instance) as well as sharing TJM’s broader commitment to 
campaigning for a more equal world. One particular feature of  the TJM 
has been the emphasis on building trade union involvement, as well as 
that of  NGOs and other groupings within civil society. War on Want, 
one of  the constituent NGOs, itself  emerged from labour and progressive 
movement support, roots that have made War on Want particularly well 
placed to develop these links. At the time of  writing the largest single 
trade union, UNISON, was signed up as a member in its own right and 
the campaign had been endorsed by a number of  other trade unions 
and the British TUC. This represented a major shift over time, it was 
pointed out, as the trade unions had become more actively involved 
in campaigning alongside NGOs on international issues, increasingly 
defining these in terms of  solidarity rather than charity, in the face of  
neoliberal attacks on jobs and public services, globally. 

Possible implications for building sustainable challenges?
Capitalist globalization continues to impact on the North as well as 

the South, from economics to politics, from trade union struggles over 
pay and conditions to community struggles around programmes for 
participation and empowerment. Neoliberal policy agendas impact on 
the provision of  health and education services, the environment and 
human rights, just as the development of  electronic communications 
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facilitates the development of  global campaigning for alternatives. Cap-
italist globalization implies the potential as well as the need for citizen 
action on a global scale. 

But this in no way guarantees that solidarity in the pursuit of  social 
justice will actually be developed in practice. As participants at Globalise 
Resistance’s annual conference in London in 2003 pointed out, socialism 
is only one of  the possible options (even if  there were general agree-
ment in the movement about the desirability of  socialism – which there 
was not). Barbarism remained a possible alternative. 

While previous chapters have celebrated achievements, building 
citizen action globally, they have also highlighted some of  the inherent 
difficulties. The case studies illustrated no more than a few examples, 
the scope of  citizen action being wider by far. Rather than attempting 
to provide a comprehensive picture – which would have been way be-
yond the scope of  this particular book – these experiences have been 
summarized in order to identify potential features, elements that could 
contribute to the development of  sustainable challenges for the future, 
if  these could be knitted into a broad movement for social justice, for 
the longer term. 

The importance of  continuity has already been emphasized in this 
chapter, as well as the importance of  change. While the media focused 
on the novelty of  the mobilizations at Seattle and Genoa, social justice 
agendas have also been developed globally with the support of  long-
established organizations and groups, from trade unions to NGOs, from 
faith-based groups to political parties. New social movement theorists’ 
approaches have had contributions to make, in terms of  their analysis, 
but to set ‘new’ social movements against the ‘old’ would be seriously 
misleading. And it would miss the dynamic processes of  change that 
have been taking place as trade unions and political parties of  the Left 
have been developing new ways of  working with social movements, 
based, in the most encouraging cases, on increasing co-operation and 
trust. 

This is in no way to underestimate the difficulties of  building alliances 
between very different types of  organizations and structures – and non-
structures. The point is simply to emphasize the importance of  trying 
to do so. Movements need to build upon existing – and continuing 
– structures if  they are to be sure of  a sustainable base. Trade union 
organizations, churches, mosques, synagogues and temples, for example, 
tend towards longevity, offering the potential for supporting campaigns 
and movements over time. Previous chapters illustrated the fact that 
there are examples of  particular campaigns’ achievements, working with 
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existing organizations and structures while attracting new supporters 
through the novelty of  their strategies and tactics. 

Ironically, given the criticisms that have been levelled at trade unions, 
in the past, for being bureaucratic organizations, insufficiently flexible 
or responsive to their memberships, there has been increasing recog-
nition among NGOs that trade union structures do also provide for 
democratic accountability. Even if  it takes time to consult the member-
ship, trade union organizations can claim that they genuinely represent 
their members’ views. This is less easily demonstrated in less formally 
structured contexts. 

While representation and democratic accountability have been central 
concerns for social movements, they have proved more problematic in 
practice, especially at the global level, where resources to facilitate 
effective participation are so unevenly distributed. As Fung and Wright 
pointed out in the concluding chapter of  their collection of  essays 
on empowering participatory governance, to ignore the asymmetry 
of  power would be seriously mistaken. Only a naïve pluralist would 
suppose ‘that interests are all sufficiently well resourced and organized 
to participate and that none will be systematically excluded’ (Fung and 
Wright 2003: 286). Participants at the World Social Forums, for example, 
have recognized this, just as it was identified as an issue to be struggled 
with by the Jubilee 2000 Coalition. Previous chapters have explored these 
dilemmas, both in theory, and in practice, in other contexts. 

Previous chapters have also highlighted the importance of  combining 
theory and practice more generally. Successful movements and cam-
paigns have been firmly rooted in people’s experiences (as people-to-
people exchanges illustrated, for example, in Chapter 6). Experiences of  
developing alternative approaches in practice have also been valuable, as 
the REFLECT programmes and Elimu campaign demonstrated through 
their contributions to the Global Campaign for Education. Through their 
experiences, networks were developed, networks with determination and 
confidence that different approaches could actually work. 

In addition, successful movements and campaigns have been backed 
by critical analysis and research. The importance of  critical theory, 
together with the importance of  evidence-based research, has emerged 
from a number of  chapters, including those discussing the contribu-
tions of  DAWN, the Global Campaign for Education and the Jubilee 
2000 Coalition. Research and policy analysis continues to be centrally 
important to these campaigns and their successors.  

On the basis of  people’s experiences, backed by critical analyses, suc-
cessful campaigners have been able to ‘frame’ the issues in question, 
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identifying the focus that will mobilize maximum support, the simple 
idea whose time has come, in the case of  Jubilee 2000’s formulation of  
the debt issue. ‘Framing’ the issue was only the beginning, though. As 
the Global Campaign for Education also illustrated, short-term objectives 
need to be formulated as well as longer-term strategic aims, keeping 
up the momentum with imaginative tactics, ‘repertoires of  contention’ 
that grab the enthusiasm of  participants as well as the attention of  the 
media. The case studies included in previous chapters provide examples 
that emphasize the importance of  winning immediate gains, in the here 
and now, as well as developing strategies for the longer term. 

The case studies, in addition, provide evidence of  the importance 
of  moving beyond traditional dichotomies between ‘top-down’ versus 
‘bottom-up’. Rather than seeing these as being in conflict, there were 
examples where these approaches had been mutually reinforcing. Grass-
roots memberships can and do put pressure on their leaderships, just as 
leaderships can put forward the arguments to win support for progressive 
policies. Lobbyists’ hands can be strengthened as a result of  the publicity 
attached to mass demonstrations, just as grass-roots organizing can be 
strengthened by being resourced from the top (as in the case of  social 
movement organizing, in US trade union organizations). The key issue 
was not whether to lobby or to demonstrate, but whether the move-
ment was strengthened – or incorporated – as a result of  the tactic in 
question, in those particular circumstances.

Far from being in competition with each other, local organizations 
can be strengthened via involvement in wider social movements, just as 
international mobilizations also depend upon the strength of  their local 
roots. And far from being irrelevant, in the twenty-first century, nation-
states continue to represent key arenas of  struggle, especially in countries 
that have votes in key international organizations, votes that could be 
used to support more progressive policies. As participants concluded, 
on the basis of  their experiences of  campaigning in the Jubilee 2000 
Coalition, the North needed to be resourcing the South to do its own 
campaigning, while focusing on pressurizing Northern governments to 
challenge the neoliberal agendas that were still so predominant globally. 
This would contribute to the development of  global movements firmly 
rooted in solidarity, North as well as South.

The battle of ideas continues
Meanwhile, the backlash has also been gathering momentum, inter-

nationally. As Mowbray has argued, on the basis of  his study of  free-
market advocacy groups, ‘because of  their very effectiveness advocacy 
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NGOs are now faced with a resurgent and serious challenge’ (Mowbray 
forthcoming). In Australia, for example, the Institute of  Public Affairs 
(IPA) has been targeting bodies such as Oxfam Community Aid Abroad 
and the Australian Council of  Social Service as well as Amnesty and 
Greenpeace. 

Similar mobilizations have been taking place in the USA. As Saskia 
Sassen has pointed out, there too ‘the counterattack has begun’ (Sassen 
2003: 21). Global protests had been making a difference, she argued 
– which was precisely why ‘the warlords will not simply leave it at that’ 
(ibid.). Their responses have included targeting ‘progressive’ NGOs and 
their growing influence. The American Enterprise Institute, for example, 
described as an influential think tank closely associated with the Bush 
administration, has been liaising with the Australian IPA, sharing ideas 
about ways of  limiting the growing influence of  NGOs. John Fonte of  
the Hudson Institute has similarly been warning of  these dangers of  
transnational progressivism, as promoted by human rights activists who 
pose grave threats, in his view, to American concepts of  citizenship, 
patriotism, assimilation, and the meaning of  democracy (Fonte 2002). 

Mowbray traces the growth of  this alarmist backlash to the increasing 
effectiveness of  global campaigning. The success of  the ‘stop the MAI’ 
campaign – to resist the OECD’s promotion of  neoliberal trade policies 
via the Multilateral Agreement on Investment – was a key factor, he 
argued, that ‘palpably energized the antagonism of  free-market advocacy 
groups’ (Mowbray forthcoming). Mowbray quoted Henderson (a former 
chief  economist in the OECD), who analysed the lessons of  the demise 
of  the MAI initiative as follows: the moral was that to protect ‘new 
moves toward freer international trade and investment’ there must be 
more proactive defence. ‘Hence the ground has to be prepared better, 
politically as well as technically’ than was the case with the ill-fated MAI 
(Henderson 1999, quoted in ibid.). 

These free-market advocacy groups have been attacking NGOs con-
cerned with civil or human rights, industrial and labour issues and the 
environment. The IPA, for example, has been campaigning that NGOs 
that receive public money ‘must fully support government values and 
objectives. There is no place for dissent. To control these NGOs the IPA 
urges that governments adopt stringent provisions for credentialing or 
certification’ (ibid.) to control their activities. 

The international business press has reinforced these messages 
when carrying articles that caricature global advocacy organizations 
and groups. NGOs have been described, for example, as ‘Luddites, ex-
tremist and leftover left; unaccountable interest groups that undermine 
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the authority of  elected officials; armchair radicals from the rich world 
who have no right to speak for the developing world poor’ (Financial 
Times, 19 June 2000, quoted in ibid.). As citizen mobilizations to promote 
social and environmental responsibility and human rights have become 
increasingly effective then, they are increasingly being attacked through 
‘a hostile, negative, and often emotional, public campaign’ (ibid.).

There would seem to be lessons here for global citizens concerned 
to promote agendas for human rights and social justice – as well as 
for those determined to undermine them. The battle of  ideas is being 
waged by the protagonists of  neoliberalism. Global citizens need to 
respond to these challenges.
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