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Widening the Cracks in Consent:
Reflections on the 2002 World Social Forum

Silent resistance needs to be transformed into stories of resistance. Hidden cracks in onr social consent need to be made visible, private feelings of

anger need 1o find a collective voice for saying “n
into the language of resistance. - dian marinol

0”.

Cractks in consent occur, then, when silent sufferers speak up, when silent suffering gets translated

7 the winter of 2002, a group of Master's students from York University's Faculty of Environmental Studies (FES) travelled to the second annnal World
Social Forum (WSF) in Porto Alegre, Brazil. This international meeting of social movements convened under the theme "Another World is Possible" and
brought together an estimated 70,000 delegates from 131 countries. From January 31 to February 5, nearly 5,000 organizations lent their voices to the proceed-
ings, and shared one overarching goal: to combat the negative effects of corporate globalization and offer an alternative to the worldview put forth by the financial

and political elites at the World Economic Forum (WEF), which took place simultaneously in New York City.

Introduction

Simone: In creating a space focused specifi-
cally on resistance to globalization and the
pursuit of a better world, the WSF repre-
sented both a collective rejection of the
hegemonic force of neoliberal capitalism
(which values economic efficiency and the
right of corporations to pursue endless
profit regardless of the social and environ-
mental consequences) and a collective affir-
mation of the urgent need for alternative
visions and practices. For five hectic, exhil-
arating, overwhelming, but ultimately
inspiring days, the masses that gathered in
Porto Alegre transformed their private feel-
ings of anger into a collective language of
resistance.’

Unfortunately, the powerful messages artic-
ulated at the forum have garnered precious
little attention in North America.
Consequently, the four of us who had the
privilege of being a part of this significant
event wrote this piece to share our experi-
ences with a broader audience. In particu-
lar, we considered the political relevance of
the WSF as a site of struggle for social jus-
tice — as a particular ‘crack in consent’ that
could be widened, stretched, then filled and
re-formed. What follows is our collective
reflection on our participation in the
Forum, our motivations for going, and the
lessons we take away with us.

Who we are and why we went

Diana: We are four students/activists in
our twenties, four women and one man,
three Canadians and one American, all
Caucasian and with varying degrees of het-
erosexual and class privilege. We were
drawn together not only out of our com-
mon bond as students in the same pro-

gram, but also because of our shared expe-
riences of activism in Canada: from our
time on the picket lines of York University
during the 11-week CUPE 39032 strike, to
our participation in the Quebec City
protests against the Free Trade Area of the
Americas, as well as local actions in
Toronto to challenge globalization. Our
passion for global justice is what motivated
us to attend the WSE, however it is our
position as students that enabled us to
acquire much (but not all) of the necessary
funding to travel to Brazil, since we had
access to some institutional support, which
we then supplemented with donations from
several organizations and a fundraising
party. The cost of the Forum itself was
minimal, and we were also fortunate
enough to have a friend in Brazil who host-
ed us for much of our time there.
However, we were unable to recoup all of
our costs in the end, and so some of us
had to fill in the gaps with credit cards and
students loans in order to take advantage of
the opportunity to attend the Forum.

Charlie:  For me, going to the World Social
Forum fulfilled two purposes. One was a
desire to make concrete connections with
people from other countries who are also
involved in a struggle against corporate
globalization. Additionally, I had done
some research on the Worker’s Party (PT)
in Porto Alegre in Brazil as well as the
MST, a landless peasant movement in that
region and I felt that going to the WSF
would be a great opportunity to see and
learn from these movements first-hand.
The other purpose was an opportunity to
challenge my own status quo, in part by
exploring alternative visions and gaining a
sense of hope for what ‘other futures’

could be possible.

Diana: My motivation for going to the

Forum actually arose out of my frustration
with left politics in North America, which I
found to be focused on critique at the
expense of working towards constructive,
creative solutions. T was also wortied about
the future of resistance in the wake of the
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, and
was in dire need of inspiration. I wanted
to be around people who not only believed
in changing the world, but who wanted to
work out practical ways to make links
among activists, build coalitions, and actual-
ly create alternatives.

The PT (Partido dos Trablhadores)

Diana: 'The story of the WSF begins with
the Partido dos Trablhadores (PT), the
Worker’s Party that governs both the city of
Porto Alegre and the state of Rio Grande
do Sul, as PT% political and financial sup-
port were critical components in ensuring
the forum’s success. At the forum we
learnt that PT emerged originally as part of
the opposition to the military dictatorship
that had controlled Brazil until the eatly
1980s. It was inspiring to learn of PT’
work over the past twenty years to create
the vital and vibrant (although imperfect)
participatory democracy that now exists in
those parts of the country where the party
is in power. A cornerstone of that demo-
cratic process has been the participatory
budget system initiated in Porto Alegre in
1989, and subsequently adopted by 70
other cities across Brazil. This system has
created a mechanism of neighbourhood
and issue-specific assemblies in which citi-
zens from all over the city articulate their
priorities regarding how the municipal
monies are to be spent. By 1999, this alter-
native approach had been expanded to the
state level, as the Worker’s Party was elected



in Rio Grande do Sul, and resulted in
engaging over 200,000 people in a state-
wide participatory budgeting process. This
experiment has been extremely popular and
effective, with hundreds of thousands of
participants who hail from all parts of the
social spectrum.

Charlie: 'The success of this experimental
budgeting approach is due in large part to
the experience PT gained during its time as
part of the opposition to the military dicta-
torship, steadily building connections and
alliances through grassroots organising and
action. When the party was finally elected
to power in Porto Alegre in 1989 it existed
as a widespread network of community
groups, with a membership drawn from a
broad range of social movements such as
labour, feminism, the landless movement,
anti-racism, environmentalism, youth, and
queer rights. Given this history, it is under-
standable why PT has generally favoured
popular democratic processes over the
more traditional and autocratic mechanisms
familiar to previous governments and insti-
tutions in the region.?  While the results
have sometimes been less than perfect, the
successes of the experiment in alternative
budgeting do make it a hopeful and con-
crete example of an alternative vision in
participatory democratic governance.

In the case of Porto Alegre, ten years of
participatory budgeting has led to a signifi-
cant redistribution of social services and
resources in the city.* Poorer districts have
seen the development of bus systems,
water services, paving, schools, and health
care centers. There has also been a dramat-
ic reduction in corruption, and an upsurge
of popular participation in the political
workings of the city. In our travels in
Porto Alegre we had a chance to witness
some of these changes. The bus system
was efficient, free on Sundays, and always
free for children, there were housing proj-
ects occurring in various poor districts (fave-
las) in the city, and many people we spoke
with discussed the educational initiatives in
place. At the same time, Porto Alegre was
far from a utopia, and poverty and inequali-
ty are still significant problems in the
region. There were also those who criti-
cised PT for their ongoing participation in
the global economy, as demonstrated by the
existence of vatious multi-national corpora-
tions in the city, and concerns that they
were becoming less radical as they became
more established as a party and a main-

stream political power.

Diana: 'This power—due in large part to
the success of the participatory budget
process—has grown to the point that PT
now governs almost 200 cities and several
states, and boasts of over 50 federal
deputies and a handful of senators. For
the first time since the party’s inception, PT
is poised to take power at the federal level,
with Lula da Silva, the party leader emerg-
ing victorious in the run-off to the
Brazilian presidential race in 2002. Lula
commands the attention and devotion usu-
ally reserved for pop stars in North
America. I witnessed this first hand when I
stumbled upon a massive and jubilant rally
that greeted his visit to the World Social
Forum Youth Camp.

Lindsay:  Such success and popular support
begs the question: is the rest of the world
ready for a worker’s party to be at the helm
of one of the most important economies
in South America? This is a question that
concerns many supporters of the PT. Will
global pressures water down PT policies on
localization and most especially on trade?
Will obtaining greater power corrupt PT
leaders? Or will the PT maintain its vision
and provide the world with a truly alterna-
tive model of governance?

Charlie: 'The PT’ growing recognition and
political support is happening at a critical
time in South American politics. Witness
the continued political instability in
Venezuela (including popular protest
against both President Hugo Chavez and
his US-backed corporate opponents), the
massive grassroots Argentine neighbour-
hood mobilisations in response to national
financial meltdown, the ongoing struggles
engaged in by popular movements all over
the continent (from the Zapatistas in
Mexico to the CONNAIE in Ecuador),
and one can see that South America is
becoming an increasingly intensified site for
progressive resistance to globalization. At
the same time, the United States is dramati-
cally increasing its military presence and
control in the region through the develop-
ment of programs such as Plan Colombia,
the Andean Initiative, and Plan Puebla-
Panama, demonstrating the importance of
that region for oil and other resources.
South America will be an increasingly
important region in the global political
scene as well, as these struggles play out.
The stakes are high and the threats are
immediate to progressive forces in that

region as well, as demonstrated by the mur-
ders of two PT mayors in Brazil in the
week before we arrived, as well as ongoing
killings and incarcerations of trade union,
indigenous, and peasant leaders throughout
the region.

Charlie:: 1t was in this dynamic context
that the World Social Forum took place.
Organized in a city where there have been
fascinating experiments taking place in local
democracy, hosted by a political party that
is poised to take the federal presidency and
to continue to shake up the political land-
scape of Latin America. The PT helped
create a unique environment that brought
people from around the world together to
strengthen their spaces of dissent and pro-
mote alternatives. By welcoming 70,000
people to a city that has become world-
renowned for its participatory budget
process and relatively radical approaches to
education, social services, and democracy,
the setting was a lively place to carry on the
discussion of coming up with “alternative
worlds’ to the one that is being presented
by our current global leaders.

The World Social Forum Itself

Lindsay: 50,000-70,000 people marched in
the streets of Porto Alegre on the opening
day of the forum to celebrate the belief
that another world is possible. We marched
with a contingent of Canadian activists,
which ranged from labour workers, to
youth activists, and political representatives.
Many of these people we had not met or
known before. We came together in the
march to show that we stood together with
Brazil and South America. To be part of a
march in Brazil, to see the solidarity and
the strength of the people, was truly inspir-
ing. The groups of youth, the political
organizations, the women, the rural work-
ers, and individuals from all over the world
were all are standing together in order to
build alternatives.

Simone: 'The WSF was a dynamic and mul-
tifaceted event, with a constant flow of
things to do, see, taste, and hear. The
‘WSF 2002 Official Program,” a 185 page
bilingual (Portuguese and English) newspa-
pet, was our roadmap, without which we
would never have been able to navigate our
way through the week. This document laid
out the building blocks of the WSE, which
included conferences, seminars and work-
shops, individual ‘testimonials’, cultural



events, an International Youth Camp, a
Women’s Tent, and an Afro-Brazilian
Forum, reflecting the immense diversity of
the participants. The many approaches and
themes represented included a dizzying
array of sessions, including ones on partici-
patory democracy, corporate globalization,
environmental sustainability, women’s
rights, indigenous struggles, food security,
militarism, alternative economic structures,
labour, education, refugee and immigrant
issues, human rights, and even on media
and the Internet.

Lindsay:  One of the most effective work-
shops I attended was held by Via
Campesina, a peasant organization repre-
senting small and middle-scale producers,
agricultural workers, rural women, and
indigenous communities from Asia, Africa,
the Americas, and Europe. When I walked
into their workshop I was immediately con-
fronted with a table of lush tropical fruits
ready to eat. I stopped to wonder if it
would be okay to enjoy just one grape. At
that moment a drum began to beat at the
far end of the room, and Via Campesina
representatives entered at the far door. My
eyes scanned the room to notice a group of
suited individuals entering through another
doorway while holding signs depicting the
names of corporate food conglomerates —
Monsanto, Coca Cola, Parmalat, Nestle,
Sadia, and McDonalds. Guarding the table
of lush fruits, the corporations effectively
shielded the food from the approaching
rural workers. A powerful moment of
silence encompassed the room as each pat-
ticipant, for just a moment, got a glimpse
into the feeling of hopelessness that peas-
ant workers from around the world feel
when they are confronted daily with the
global corporate take over of their domes-
tic food supply and subsequently their right
to food.

While the workshop presented by Via
Campesina was extremely powerful, in gen-
eral I had very mixed emotions about the
workshops, conferences, and seminars I
attended at the Forum. At one level I was
excited to have met people from all over
and shared stories, successes and frustra-
tions with them. On another level, I was
extremely disappointed with the direction
that many of the larger seminars and con-
ferences took. For example, I looked for-
ward to the food security conference as an
opportunity to connect with activists from
around the world and to discuss and devel-
op solid alternatives to a neo-liberal agenda,

which prioritizes corporate profit above the
needs of rural workers rights, family farms,
and women. While the rural workers’ sto-
ries were inspirational, I could not get my
head around a panel of six people that
included only one female voice. Ironically,
many of the men spoke of the importance
of the women’s perspective. So why was
this voice marginalized? My frustration
only grew as I saw a series of people to
come forward to the stage to share their
experiences from their own countries and
struggles: 9 speakers, 9 men. Though I was
greatly touched by many of the stories, my
disappointment in the gender inequity of
the speakers made me question the inclu-
sivity of the struggle. It reminded me
again of the necessity to ensure that we
must achieve participatory standards within
our own organizations before we can even
begin to implement them on a broader,
more encompassing scale; we will otherwise
simply recreate the world we are trying to
transform.

Simone:  Nevertheless, the importance of
connections that were made between work-
shop participants cannot be underestimat-
ed. For example, we facilitated a workshop
at the WSF entitled “Student/Worker
Activism in Canada: From York University
Picket Lines to Quebec City Street Protest.
Our presentation was well-received and its
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discussion period offered a unique oppor-
tunity to hear about the experiences of uni-
versity students from Brazil, Argentina,
Italy, the United States and Canada.

Diana:  As a result of our conversations
with other students during our workshop,
we were able to see that many of our strug-
gles are similar, since we ate all fighting for
access to education on some level. In
Canada and the US, the high cost of educa-
tion limits access; in Brazil, university is
free, but spaces are so limited that very few
students can actually attend. We also dis-
cussed our common experiences of the
corporate invasion of our campuses as
public funding for education dwindles, and
our concern that intellectual freedom is
being severely compromised in the process.
Yet students have not been idly standing by
— despite the challenges, student resistance
seems to be growing, and young people
form a loud and active part of social
change movements in North and South
America. In fact, perhaps the most gratify-
ing part of presenting our workshop was
talking with our South American counter-
parts about the ways in which activists in

the North are fighting against the system —
challenging their assumption that North
Americans were just part of the problem
and had no interest in creating a better
world.

Charlie: - Furthermore, amongst the
Brazilian and Argentinian youth we met it
was refreshing to learn how well developed
their knowledge and experience of progres-
sive politics and the role that active struggle
plays in social change is. They were able to
tap into a lively heritage and climate of
popular resistance that provided a founda-
tion of support for alternative thinking and
struggling. This climate was a juxtaposition
to the often fragmented and disenfran-
chised progressive atmosphere in Canada.

The MST: Movimento Dos
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra

Diana:  As part of the forum, we also had
the opportunity to learn about one of the
most powerful and successful movements
in all of Latin America: the Movimento
Dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (
MST), or Landless Rural Worker’s
Movement. The MST had a strong pres-
ence at the forum and the Youth Camp,
but even more inspiring were the visits we
made to the MST settlements thorough a
visitation program organized by the WSE

Linday: 'The MST is a success story that
provides an example of how the landless
poor have gained ground in shaping the
future of land and agrarian reform in Latin
America and in Brazil in particular. With
close to 60% of Brazilian land in the hands
of a few Brazilian elite landowners, the
ability of the landless poor to feed them-
selves has been hindered throughout the
years. In the eatly 1980s, a grassroots
movement emerged, showing that people
had to take action for their own futures.
This movement grew to become known as
the MST and advocated for massive land
reform in Latin America. Through a series
of successful land squats the MST has
gained access to over 15 million hectares of
land in Brazil thus aiding over 250,000 fam-
ilies who would otherwise be living in
abject poverty.

During our visit to the MST settlement, we
were amazed at the relaxed atmosphere, the
sense of community, and the belief in a
cooperative lifestyle. In speaking with one
couple, it became clear to us that it was a
truly unique community. The diversity and



productivity of the farm spoke for them-
selves. This particular MST farm> culti-
vates 140 hectares of rice using a chemical-
free, combined aquaculture technique,
which yields up to 40% higher yield than a
neighbouring conventional farm that uses
chemical additives, such as pesticides, fertil-
izers and hetbicides. The 370 hectares are
home to 38 families, 18 of whom are
involved in an agricultural cooperative. In
short, not only does this community pro-
duce enough to fulfill approximately 80%
of its own food needs, but this is done
using ecologically sound and sustainable
techniques.

Charlie:  According to Gaurencho, one of
the MST leaders at COPAC, the coopera-
tive I visited, since the PT has come to
power in the state of Rio Grande do Sul, it
appears that the relations with the police
have improved and there has been more
support for land reforms. The MST and
the PT overall seem to have a working rela-
tionship as social movements, and the MST
was a very visible presence throughout the
World Social Forum. At the same time, it
appears that tensions do exist. One clear
example of this was the fact that a group
of urban landless in Porto Alegre occupied
a building in downtown Porto Alegre the
day before the World Social Forum began,
in protest of the continuing lack of hous-
ing in that city. The occupation continued
undisrupted throughout the forum, as an
ongoing sign that things are still not perfect
in that region. These ongoing tensions will
no doubt increase if the Worker’s Party
comes to power nationally in Brazil and
faces the land reform question more broad-
ly as the central governing power.

Another important aspect of the MST is
their awareness of their role in the wider
movement against neo-liberalism. One of
the women at COPAC made it clear that
establishing local cooperatives was not the
end goal of their movement. She told us
that “this is not only a local problem but it
is a global problem, and we have to fight
for the whole global system.” The MST
activists I met were well-versed in interna-
tional issues and the impacts of neo-liberal
policies in Brazil and around the world.
This was further demonstrated by the fact
that at COPAC two positions are held by
people whose main role is to stay connect-
ed to the rest of the MST movement and
the wider struggles in which they are

involved.

Lessons/Implications/Conclusions

Diana: Perhaps the most important aspect
of the forum itself was that it created a
space for the articulation of a different
kind of politics that could challenge mas-
sive apathy and empower people to partici-
pate in governing themselves. The PT
showed by example that there are other
ways to organize political processes than
those to which we have become accus-
tomed. They have embodied such alterna-
tives by encouraging public participation in
local governance and demonstrating an
avowed commitment to social justice, a
commitment that extends beyond rhetoric
and has manifested in concrete changes at
the local and state levels. How far the PT
will be able to take its progressive agenda is
unclear, given that Brazil must continue to
function in a global political economy that
prioritizes corporate profits and free mar-
kets over social and environmental justice.
Nevertheless, the very fact that the PT
explicitly positions itself against the neolib-
eral capitalist model is cause for some cele-
bration and a certain level of optimism.
Though we cannot simply copy the PT and
expect their model to work in North
America, the lesson is above all that other
models do exist and can work. Though we
will have to find our own ways of political
organizing for our own particular circum-
stances, we can and should learn from the
PT, along with the multitude of other
social movements that gathered in Porto
Alegre.

The forum’s importance as a nexus for
such cross-cultural exchange cannot be
understated, as a site for multi-directional
flows of information, rather than the
North American and Eurocentric media
and knowledge flows which dominate our
societies. In my short time in Brazil, I had
the privilege of learning about and from
countless social movements (like the MST)
and political experiments (like the PT’s par-
ticipatory budget process), of which most
North Americans are most likely unaware.
In bringing together these disparate voices;
indeed, in giving them a space to be heard,
the WSF was a tremendous success.

However, problems of exclusion persisted,
despite the incredible diversity among those
present. Ghettoization of certain interests
was evident: the women’s tent was isolated

and hard to find; indigenous peoples were
offered one large morning session to air
their concerns, but had very little voice oth-
erwise, save as artisans selling their wares;
and Afro-Brazilians were granted their own
side conference, only to have it hidden in
the very back of the program, not integrat-
ed among the rest of the workshops.
Furthermore, there were noticeably few
delegates from Asia and Aftica, and lan-
guage served as another means of exclu-
sion since the four official languages of the
forum were English, Spanish, French and
Portuguese.

Access was also a key issue — no matter
how affordable the conference fees may
have been, the costs of flying to Brazil are
prohibitive for a large majority of the peo-
ple who might have wanted to attend — the
biggest proportion of conference attendees
were, understandably, Brazilians, and those
who came from father away tended to be
politicians, academics, or NGO profession-
als. Though the organizers did apparently
offer some financial support to those that
professed need, it could never have been
enough for everyone who might have want-
ed it. Consequently, it seems that the
model set by the forum, in terms of creat-
ing a space where alternatives can be articu-
lated and discussed, needs to be replicated
on a smaller scale, at the local level.
However, while opening space is important,
it is not enough in itself. The question
remains how to make sure that we embody
the alternatives that we are striving for.

Charlie: 'There were also examples of par-
ticular groups trying to claim control of
parts of the forum. One particularly
noticeable case was how ATTAC, an
activist organization based in France,
became quite manipulative in trying to
dominate the agenda of the development
of an international direction for social
movement organizing,

Diana: These omissions and exclusions
need to be addressed in honest and creative
ways, without the defensiveness that tends
to accompany any such discussion. Too
many people who are fighting for social
justice think they are automatically immune
from corruptive influences, and are conse-
quently unwilling to acknowledge the ways
in which they perpetuate the very things
that they claim to challenge. This attitude
is quite evident, not only at the WSE, but in
many other ‘left” spaces that I have been a
part of, among people who cannot seem to



acknowledge that we are fighting not just
systems of oppresion, but ourselves as peo-
ple who can never claim to stand complete-
ly outside of those same systems.

Thus although the WSF was an amazing
site of creativity, resistance, and courage, it
was an imperfect space. It is a work in
progress that can be admired for serving as
a source of inspiration for activists who
can afford to go there, and which must also
be critically and constructively evaluated in
an effort to expand upon its considerable
potential for engendering social transfor-
mation.
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