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IIntroduction

Eva-Maria Hardtmann

The Global Justice Movement in relation to the UN family

The recurrent World Social Forums (WSFs) celebrated one decade of 
existence in Dakar, Senegal, in February 2011. They have attracted all 
kinds of movements and hundreds of thousands of activists, artists, 
journalists and others under the slogan: “Another World is Possible.” 
During the past decade, we have seen attempts by the activists to build 
alliances across continents, cutting across different issues such as the right 
to food, housing and work, gender equality, environmental issues, and 
work against different forms of discrimination.

Activists in the Global Justice Movement (GJM), particularly in the 
World Social Forum-process, have been united, not only by their vision of 
another alternative world, but also in their criticism against the economic 
globalisation and the neo-liberal policies of the World Bank, the Interna- and the neo-liberal policies of the World Bank, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Trade Organization (WTO).

During the 1990s, the large United Nations world conferences served 
as a platform for activists, who got together and created transnational 
movement networks. Increasingly, however, during the 2000s, also the 
UN has come under scrutiny by the activists. In short, many activists are 
ambivalent towards the United Nations,  claiming that a change in the 
UN’s direction was obvious already during Kofi Annan’s time as Secretary 
General (1997- 2006), as he collaborated more closely with the World 
Bank. For example, the World Bank’s Vice President for External Affairs, 
Mark Malloch Brown, was appointed by Kofi Annan as the Director of the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in 1999. According 
to many activists, Annan’s successor, the present UN Secretary General 
Ban Ki-moon, has followed the same path.  

In other words, the UN entanglement with the World Bank’s finances 
creates tensions among activists. Many NGO activists have got, or aim at, 
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consultative status within the UN, while others have come to regard the 
UN as directed by the World Bank, which they see as one of the driving 
forces behind the implementation of neo-liberal economic policies around 
the world. As expressed during the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in 
2005: “The macro-economic functions of the UN have been taken away 
by the Bretton Woods institutions” (Tavola Della Pace 2005, quoted in 
Smith 2008, p 191). Likewise, during the 2009 WSF in Belém, where 
I did fieldwork, a UN representative speaking in a session on the UN 
Millennium Goals was criticized for UN collaboration with the World 
Bank. After the session, a Dalit activist from India even questioned UN 
presence in the WSF at all. He ended with the following words: “The 
World Social Forum has been hijacked by the United Nations.”

Transnational social movements related to international NGOs

Transnational social movements may include different formal and trans-
national organisations, often called Transnational Social Movement Organi-
sations (TSMOs). The International Non-governmental Organisations 
(INGOs) are probably the most discussed among them, due to their drastic 
increase in number since the mid-90s. These kinds of organisations could 
be informally linked. However,  focus on the formal organisations alone, 
or even the informal linkages between them, does not capture the fluid 
character of a social movement.  Transnational social movements differ 
from INGOs (as well as from national NGOs with international outreach)
in the sense that we also find informal interaction tying informal groups 
and individuals together (Eschle and Stammers 2004). Escobar (2009) 
prefers the concept “meshwork” when talking about social movements, 
and Juris (2008) gives detailed examples of this in his ethnography. Still, 
the informally linked (I)NGOs are often talked about as social movements. 

There has been a tendency – among scholars as well as activists, donor 
agencies and practitioners – to idealise (I)NGOs as well as transnational 
social movements. One may present (I)NGO  as the prolonged arm of 
minorities, women or others in civil society, putting pressure on govern-
ments through international institutions such as the United Nations. 
Transnational social movements may be romanticised as well, considered 
being closer to the lives of ordinary people at grassroots level, while (I)NGOs 
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are then in contrast, seen as led by élites, distanced from the people, and 
legitimating World Bank claims to be in dialogue with civil society. 

A movement of movements

Transnational feminism has been recognised as one of the most impor-
tant factors setting the World Social Forum-process in motion, and it is 
still  an important force, shaping the Global Justice Movement (Eschle 
and Maiguashca 2010; Smith et al 2008). Feminists connect with each 
other and criticize the patriarchal structures in society. Counterpublics of 
feminists have grown from within social movements as well, demanding 
gender equality in their own movements (cf Fraser 1992). For example, 
in India, the Dalit women have been marginalised both by men in the 
Dalit movement and by the Indian women’s/feminist movement. The 
Dalit women began to organise nationally already in the mid-1980s, built 
feminist alliances transnationally in the 1990s, and came to shape the 
World Social Forum in Mumbai 2004 to be probably the most feminist 
WSF so far (Hardtmann 2009).

Anarchist ideas have been another strong influence in the Global Justice 
Movement. Graeber writes that even though the critics may portray these 
activists as lacking a coherent ideology, and picture them as a “bunch of 
dumb kids touting a bundle of completely unrelated causes,” anarchism 
should rather be understood as an elaborated way of organising democracy, 
not in a top-down fashion but based on principles of decentralisation 
and non-hierarchical consensus democracy (Graeber 2002, p 70; 2009). 
Decentralised fields of consensus democracy could, of course, be struc-
tured by informal power relations as well, but the ideals and practices 
of anarchism are definitely significant in the Global Justice Movement.

Without doubt  the Zapatista rebellion of 1994 and the Zapatista 
transnational solidarity network have played a crucial role for the Global 
Justice Movement, not least because of the new way in which activists 
took advantage of media – particularly the Internet – to disseminate their 
messages. (Olesen 2004). The uprising among Indian peasants in Chiapas 
in Mexico is still referred to, by activists across the world, as one of the 
most inspiring events in their common history. The Zapatista rebellion 
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is only the most well-known example among the many indigenous move-
ments who set the WSF-process in motion. 

The labour organisations, finally, have played an important role within 
the Global Justice Movement, despite showing their ambivalence towards 
the new, often community-based social movements. The Brazilian Move-
ment of Landless Rural Workers (MST), for example, has been part of 
the Organizing Committee of the World Social Forums, and unions 
have increasingly taken part in national and international demonstrations 
against neo-liberal globalisation. The relation between the unions and 
the social movements is not only intertwined, but rather characterised 
by interdependence (Waterman 2008, p 257).

Local ethnographies on transnational activism 

The Global Justice Movement is an attempt by activists to communicate 
and organise across continents. Transnational feminism, anarchism, the 
indigenous movements and  labour unions  have all played a decisive role 
in the WSF process. Even though knowledge about the Global Justice 
Movement and the WSF process is growing, we still lack knowledge on 
the everyday practices of activists, and not least, on these practices in 
relation to their local and regional surroundings.  Ethnography and actual 
examples from different parts of the world, with activists put in context,  
will certainly make the picture of transnational activism more nuanced 
and multifaceted.  We will then also learn more about the tensions and 
different directions in which activists are moving. 
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