AT THE III WORLD SOCIAL FORUM, PORTO ALEGRE, BRAZIL:

A dialogue for building movement solidarity for economic justice,

peace and women’s rights.

Sunday, January 26, 2003 1:30 – 4:30 PM Predio 15, Sala 107

Featured Speakers:

· Medea Benjamin,  Global Exchange/ United for Peace, USA

· Gigi Francisco, Philippines, DAWN/Our world in not for sale/International Gender and Trade Network (IGTN)/International organising committee WSF 

· John Samual, National Centre for Advocacy Studies, India

Co-conveners and facilitators:

· Joanna Kerr, Association for Women’s Rights and Development (AWID)

· Lisa VeneKlasen, Just Associates

Summary 

As there is increasing recognition that a “better world is possible”, a variety of economic and political alternatives are surfacing from diverse social movements to inspire and guide the way forward. However movements sometimes have difficulty in learning from one another and tapping the best in their respective experiences to strengthen collective analysis and action. Finding common ground between distinct, and often disparate, movements is vital for mobilizing the influence necessary to project these alternatives into reality.  

For example, while the impact of corporate globalization has been clearly understood to have both significant gender and class implications, approaches towards economic alternatives have often been weak or lacking in gender analysis.  To a large extent, social movements are working separately, with so-called "women's issues" left to be taken care of by the feminist community, peace-building to be left to the peace movement, indigenous rights to be fought for by indigenous peoples and so on.  How do we build better alliances amongst our communities, in order to be more effective and strategic?

This workshop drew together activists of the feminist, peace, and fair-globalization/economic justice movements to tackle the question:  how can our social movements become more collaborative and strategic? In the form of a participatory, constructive, open and lively exchange, presenters described the key lessons they draw from their work aimed at changing power relations, and spoke to the ways in which their organizations and constituencies can more effectively work collectively.  

Ultimately, although many diverse movements are critical to chip away at the consolidation of power from different angles at different moments, mutual validation between social justice movements increases both the individual and collective impact of movement work.  The urgency of the current political moment demands strategies that draw strength from the collective impact of numerous groups working together—not via a common strategy, but by finding a common vision around which multiple efforts can mobilize, interact, and build on each other’s political action and analysis.  The discussion during this workshop affirmed that strategies of a single movement are likely to be much more effective if conducted in recognition and support of the strategies of other movements.

Among other highlights, this conversation offered an opportunity for creative, critical analysis by feminists of the successes and failures of feminist organization, with added reflection coming from other participants on the challenges of linking micro level issues for gender equality with macro level power issues.  The conversation seemed to centre on an assessment of feminist organizing that provided the most insight into the internal challenges that a movement faces in reaching out to build support and make and impact, as well as link with other movements.  Two key points emerged from the discussion.

One, as groups are increasingly drawn into policy discussions, it is easy to lose the broader political agenda and over time, to concentrate resources in research and policy analysis at the expense of basic organizing.  That has certainly been true of the feminist movement in the last decade, with the exception of a few efforts.  Similarly, the challenge of the fair globalisation movement is to help the average worker, consumer and citizen understand the importance of biodiversity, the problems with privatisation, the inequalities of trade agreements, and also to understand that there are alternatives.

Second, an important realization is that we cannot assume that just because we all work on justice issues, we understand each other’s issues and agendas, especially when the agendas demand chances in the social attitudes and behaviour of people involved in movement work.  It is important to incorporate in our strategies the time and attention necessary to build immediate allies – that too is an advocacy strategy.  In the end, the simple task of re-articulating and linking visions as part of planning and strategizing will help to make sure that our efforts don’t eclipse or neglect other important social agendas.  

A final point that wasn’t fully discussed has to do with the language participants use to describe social change and justice work.  One participant approached the conveners after the discussion to declare, “just because it’s about economic justice in the end, doesn’t mean it’s automatically a social movement.”  His point was that too often concepts like advocacy, policy influence, political action, campaign, movement, NGO and civil society are used interchangeably when, in fact, there are important distinctions between building movements and running campaigns.  Drawing lessons from experience to improve action going forward will certainly require a bit more clarity about the differences between a wide variety of organizational structures and strategies for change.  

Medea Benjamin, who is actively organizing women against the war in the US through Code Pink and United for Peace, described her challenges working between the women’s and peace movements:

After September 11 the political environment and many agendas shifted.  In the US, we all needed to change in order to deal with the tragedy, and its causes and implications. It was an agonizing period -- movements did not want to abandon critical social and economic issues, but needed to respond to an evolving US government military agenda by building an anti-war movement.  We had to integrate anti-war issues with already existing movements.

A key debate that ensued was around if and how to let the activities of the Bush administration change organizations’ agendas.  Some felt that the integration of anti-war issues in existing agendas was the answer.  Other groups kept to their own issues either because they felt they were still the most important ones, or simply out of habit.  The women’s movement faced a particularly difficult challenge because the Bush administration had justified and claimed success in Afghanistan by claiming that it brought the liberation of women. Some women’s organizations saw that their position of support for Afghan women was being used and manipulated by the Bush administration and found themselves in a difficult position of appearing pro-war.  

It’s worth pointing out that the gravity of the current situation in the US gives strong impetus to building opposition and social movements in the USA.  In the present anti-war movement there are three major coalitions with interesting clashes of cultures, history and traditions.  People are coming together who have never come together before and this process requires high levels of negotiation.  The three coalitions include:

a) ANSWER – historically a very left group, it is often criticized as undemocratic, but gets things done.  ANSWER has had considerable success in mobilizing middle-America and shows interesting links with young people though its current messages are very angry.  When ANSWER dominates the choices for who speaks at marches, some of the more radical speakers alienate ordinary citizens who are demonstrating for the first time.

b) United for Peace and Justice includes more than 70 anti/fair globalisation, faith-based and other groups who wanted a more democratic, broad-based approach to organizing.  They are viewed as a more moderate alternative to ANSWER. 
c) Win without war – A coalition of religious and civic organizations that takes a patriotic approach, declaring that “we will win, but without war,” emphasizing alternatives to preemptive war with Iraq.
These three coalitions have brought in new people to the anti-war movement, used internet creatively, and mobilized large street protests.  However this work is advancing too slowly.  At the current pace, it will take a few months to generate sufficient pressure to stop the war.  The danger is that the war will start before sufficient momentum can be gained, in which case there will be re-shifting in the coalitions and many people will be less willing to mobilize.  The bottom line is that groups have to mobilize fast, in a way they haven’t in decades, in order to stop the war.

Some of the major upcoming events include mobilizations on February 15th (as an international day of protest) and on March 8th when Code Pink (women against war) is preparing a week of activities around Washington.

More thoughts on the challenges of integrating women’s organizations into the movement

It is difficult to get the women’s movement to focus on the anti-war issue.  Many women’s groups are very occupied with the right to choice, which is currently under severe threat in the US.  Nonetheless, the Code Pink initiative is bringing more women into anti-war work, attracting them as a meeting place.  Women are seeing that they are the most affected by war and are motivated to protect their families.  They are also recognizing that war will unleash anti-American sentiments, making them unsafe at home; not to mention the civilian casualties that will be sustained during a war.  Women are saying that change in governments should be achieved by building democratic movements, including women’s organisations, NOT by bombing.

In the meantime, the anti-war movement in the US should speak more clearly about the need to persecute Osama Bin Laden and the others involved in the September 11 attacks. It should also be talking more about the various religious fundamentalisms.

The crucial point is that solidarity among movements strengthens each and offers opportunities to quickly find shared agendas and take action when we find ourselves in urgent moments like the present. The immediate urgency of the war has brought together many different groups.  However, reaching out and sustaining the involvement of a diverse range of Americans will require careful choices about message and other organizing issues, and this will likely provoke tensions among the different groups.

Gigi Francisco then shared her insights on how to work between the global economic justice communities and the women’s movements: 

Linkages or encounters between feminists and other social movements primarily take place in two ways:

1. When coalitions and networks have already established themselves without the participation of women and feminists. Feminists are either invited in, or they have to push their way in, and somehow try to influence the agenda. 

2. When feminists effectively link their agendas to the other movements’ agendas without compromising, e.g. using language that is familiar to others, while at the same time not compromising feminist ideas and analysis.

The nature of these linkages raises tensions around integration and autonomy: how we as feminists strategize integration with other movements while also promoting our autonomy.

There are also major tensions between militant/feminist women and grassroots women.  Sometimes this is illustrated by the arrogance of the educated feminists in using women from the South as “exhibit 1” or “exhibit 2” in spaces such as the UN. Often, men use these divisions against women to discredit the feminist agenda. However, there are increasingly genuine attempts among women to align their agendas.  

The political spaces that are opened for mobilization around local, regional and/or international agendas, such as the WSF, are important sites of convergences for feminists and other social movements.  When these convergences or encounters take place, feminists are generally able to preserve the bonds that come with having a common consciousness and agenda.  In the end, feminists may be both combatants and allies but we are dependable members of coalitions.  We link up and work together, side by side, even when we still have differences.

Nonetheless, we have to contend with persistent blind spots – for example, the notion (not just found among men) that gender “doesn’t matter”.  Or similarly, the perception held by some women, that class and race don’t matter.  Yet, feminists are maturing as a movement and are beginning to deal with these issues more honestly.

There is also what could be called a “reigning in” symptom – where a woman is brought to the table to represent feminist issues.  It can be said that this gives control over the agenda, but in fact it creates a superficial tension by pitting women against other women.  We therefore need to be clear, in order to avoid these divisions, that everybody’s story is equally important. 

In sum, feminists must keep very clear why we are engaging, what our relative strength is, and what we will do after strategic alliances have been built.

Points raised during the discussion: 

· Here we are asking how we engage (as feminists) with other social movements, but shouldn’t the question be reversed – ie. how do we hold the mainstream groups accountable for engaging with feminist voices?  This can be done through changing boards of organizations, for example.

· Using safe spaces, like this workshop, for being self-critical as feminists is an important strategy. But other social movements need to be doing this too. 

· There is a need for new indicators for successful mobilization. We are holding ourselves accountable to old models and methods, but we need to change the way we think of and measure success.

· 80% of Americans publicly identify themselves as environmentalists.  Certainly that many don’t call themselves feminists.  But in practice, while most Americans are by no means environmentalists, they do live more by principles of equality (or feminism).  We need a “marketing strategy” that will make feminism “sexy” and hip, acceptable as part of mainstream culture.

· As we’ve heard, so many organizations are not thinking about movement building or alliance building.  With the NGO-ization of social and economic justice work, workplans have been established, funds have been raised, staff is hired, and despite changing political dynamics, the institutional culture is to stay the course no matter what.  As a result, many groups are unable to think or work strategically and flexibly, which is the essence of political work. 

John Samuel, from the National Centre for Advocacy Studies, in India then discussed the challenges of building alliances among thriving movements there.

Solidarity can only come about through shared spaces of values, visions, and emotions.  These need to be negotiated, yet we rarely do so. We get so passionate about visions, that we do not look around at what other are envisioning.  Indeed, we rarely even go back and revisit our own values.  

Lack of solidarity is a result of a lack of shared spaces.  We are all complicit in this. Often it has to do with the fact that so many of us are locked into our organizational spaces.  But I am different in different spaces: in the organization, I am a manager; here, I am a leader.  One’s institutional role is often in conflict with one’s politics.

There is an NGO-isation or technicization of movement work that is devoid of a power analysis, is linear and objective-driven.  In fact, we are witnessing the marketization of development and rights.  Now rights-based approaches are making politics non political. 

I recently had an eye-opening experience with a powerful movement I was par of.  I used to be so impressed with this huge union in Kerala, India.  Books have been written on how strong it is.  Then, sadly, I recently discovered that it was totally gender blind, as well as very insensitive to Dalits. In many ways, movements working on macro issues are often blind on micro power issues. Working on micro power dynamics is an everyday struggle.  Good gender relations depend on negotiation between people (gender-sensitive men don’t just exist, they take work to develop and it’s ongoing).

At the same time, feminists are working with a politics of exclusion.  One often hears “our feminism and you men… “.  This territorialism is a result of insecurity. We need to do work both ways – to be inclusive, and hold each other accountable between movements, but also within movements.  Gender also has colour and class.


In the same way, working for peace means that people need to challenge their own colleagues in their own office spaces.  There is a peace of silence, but also a peace built upon transformative politics, redistribution of resources, and that is about dignity and dialogue.  Changing micro political spaces means working in homes and in the streets.  Macro change will only come about with micro political change.

With regards to the present crisis, Bush is helping us.  We are at the crossroads, with our backs against the wall.  We need to rethink everything and discussing militarization creates a shared space (at micro and macro levels) for alliance-building.

The way forward means creating shared spaces for shared action (which comes when there is shared crisis).  We can only build alliances through shared values and vision. Points of crisis are actually an opportunity to do this.

Points raised during the discussion:

· Where do you begin to help people and activists make these connections? In the structure of the system and the pace of change work, there is no space to talk about power. So many movements are focused on policy analysis and narrow policy debates.  How do we reconfigure social justice work that includes the micro and macro? How do we build on it, expand it? 

· Men should see themselves as gendered actors.   Do women see men as the other? Or as other actors?

· We meet men all the time in conferences. We have dialogue, but it isn’t working. In Peru, for example, not all movements supported the position of the women’s movements around abortion rights.  What is stopping us in building these coalitions? It should not just be the responsibility of feminists to build coalitions, although it is true that this is sometimes a weakness for us. 

· Ultimately any strategy needs to examine impact against opportunity cost. Social Watch is an interesting example where there have been attempts to incorporate gender concerns; so is the WSF planning committee.  These are two interesting case studies – what lessons could we draw from them? 

· The challenge of creating a fair economic system lies in the fact that so many progressives are literally invested in the current unfair economic system – through pension funds where people save their money. How then, will we collapse this system?  On the other hand, the feminist message is clear and strong, and doesn’t have the same conundrums. 

· On the contrary, transforming power relations (the feminist message) implies that somebody needs to give up power, privilege and comfort. So transforming the micro political space requires a certain amount of destabilisation.  These examples are therefore quite similar.

· Success in getting feminist positions integrated into other justice movements will be dependent on changing the overall discourse and perspectives using different language and projecting messages.  It is important to draw on the power of our numbers so that women cannot be ignored – this takes organization.

· There is hope in the next generation – current youth movements are much better at bringing in race, class, gender analysis – not to mention environment, war, and how these are all connected.  They are also looking at how their “elders” made mistakes and how to avoid them.  In the meantime, there are so many young women who will say, “I am not a feminist but…”  We all need to be better at reframing feminism to highlight what it is and what it is not, and to support younger activists in their efforts to find better, more inclusive ways of organizing. 

· We need to understand where past movements have failed and to begin to be conscious that macro change will only come about because of change at the micro level. There will always be a tension of where to prioritise one’s politics – within our families, to our own institutions and beyond.  

· Does it seem that feminists cannot get our analyses integrated into the WSF?  This is because alliances are built upon negotiations and the WSF is not a space where negotiations take place – instead we come here to learn, listen and build networks.  Also, there is a tendency amongst “the boys” to assume that feminists are taking care of their own. I would also agree that we as feminists practise a politics of exclusion. And not enough of us are doing our homework – e.g. if we don’t really understand what a gender perspective of a trade policy is, then how will a trade negotiator? 

· Too much of the focus among women’s groups in the last decade has been on technical work around gender.  Instead, we need to re-politicize gender and do more work on content, contextual analysis and organizing. The urgency and seriousness of the present moment brings together different groups.  The challenge is what this will become in the long term.

· Few of us have practice negotiating visions.  What are the alternatives we want to construct?

· We assume shared values, but where do we have those discussions? It’s when we discuss micro-macro dynamics. We need to push against the urgency to find moments for negotiating visions and objectives. 

· Some participants suggested to get Lisa VeneKlasen’s new book,  A New Weave of Power, People and Politics:  The Action Guide for Advocacy and Citizen Participation (tools for doing power analysis, and people organising).  

Several participants stressed that the subject and honesty of this dialogue were rare and incredibly useful.  Some put forth proposals to continue and deepen the analysis through a collaborative learning effort involving case studies in different countries.  The process could create sorely needed space for activists to critically assess and realign vision, strategies and agendas.  Balancing these internal learning processes with the overwhelming demands of a global political environment where dominant power is being consolidated is the ultimate challenge.  With any luck, the promise of stronger organizing and broader bases of support and power will motivate us.

For more information on this session, or to participate in a continued dialogue around movement solidarity, contact Lisa VeneKlasen or Joanna Kerr.

Joanna Kerr, AWID

96 Spadina Ave., Suite 401
Toronto, ON, Canada, M5V 2J6
Telephone: (416) 594-3773 
Fax: (416) 594-0330
Email:  jkerr@awid.org

AWID, the Association for Women’s Rights and Development, is one of the leading international women’s organizations.  A dynamic membership network with over 1300 researchers, academics, students, educators, activists, business people, policy-makers, development practitioners, funders, and others around the globe, AWID is closely tied to the many diverse gender equality efforts and issues around the world. AWID provides analysis and updates to connect, inform, and mobilize people and organizations committed to achieving gender equality, sustainable development and women's human rights. 

Lisa VeneKlasen, Just Associates

2040 S Street NW, Suite 203

Washington, DC  20009, USA

Telephone:  202 232 1211

Fax:  202 234 0980

Email:  lvk@justassociates.org
Just Associates (JASS) is an international strategic support and learning network committed to strengthening the impact of organizations that promote equity, human rights and economic justice. Through training, technical assistance, strategic planning, action research, participatory evaluation and other kinds of support, we facilitate linkages and learning among activists and organizations from the South and North.  Our work is informed by a rights-based approach to organizing, development and citizen action.  As a bridge between groups, we promote critical reflection, new knowledge, strong organization, democratic leadership, strategic action and better practice at community, national and global levels.

**Thanks to Ellen Sprenger and Astrid Aafjes of Mama Cash for their support for this initiative.**
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