Feminism in the Space of the World SocidForum*
By Ara Wilsorf

Abstract

Despite clear affinities, the integration of feminism into the World Social Forum
remains uneven, in ways reminiscent of welh own hi st ori es of wWo men
with various lefts. Thiessay draws on observations of the 2005 WSF at Porto Alegre,
Brazil and the 2006 African Social Forum in Bamako, Mali, as well as secondary
literature, to explore the articulation of transnational feminism and the World Social
Forum. Using concrete prac#is, texts, and spaces, | discuss different dimensions of the
interaction of feminism with the WSF, including political norms, political geography, and
historical trajectories. The relation between feminism and the WSF hinges not only on
how ff e mWSH islutoalsa om ehat feminists are doing and trying to do at the
Forum.
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The Space of Arrival

My arrival in Brazil to attend the fifth World Social Forum in January 2005 was
as delineated an experience as any | had at the surfeit of the Forur Mskdfred by an
impressive snowstorm in the northeastern U.S., | obtained the last seat on a flight from
Buenos Aires to Porto Alegre, agreeably sandwiched between a scruffy vamgecAn
man and a Filipina, Mavic Cabrera Balleza. It turned out that they knew each other
through activist radio work; Mavic and | knew people and projects in common from
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particularly foregrounding soutputh relations and struggles, but welcoming activists from the
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international feminist organizing; and the wife of the lanky community radio adydoat
told me, taught Womenés Studies, as do I . W
of a plane full of pilgrims to the fAmovement
In the Porto Alegre airport, U.S. citizens were gently escorted to a smed &dfi
digital fingerprinting, a tifor-tat response to U.S. treatment of Brazilian visitors and a
concrete reminder that the world does not share a commitment to American
exceptionalism. While waiting for my finger scan, | talked to a bright young coiofpat
who corrected my efforts at Portugues#br{gadq desculpe) She had majored in
Womends Studies, she said, but dfargexir col |l eg
issues, and was working for an environmental organization. My thumb scanneddl share
a taxi with my seatmate Mavic to a feminist meeting called the Feminist Dialogue.
My entree into the World Social Forum highlighted a number of elements relevant
to the For um, and f emini st sdbhoughna diges me n t W |
problemati® role of participants from the global north, universities, and NGOs; the
place of human relations that constitute politics, a feature resonant with the critical
humanism of Forum and feminist values; the pervasiveness of feminism at the Forum,
with both integ at i on i nto and also distinction fron
weight of post9/11 global contexts, all themes that unfolded in my experiences at the
Forum Social Mundial.
The cacophony of progressive agendas, the disparate spatiality, andethe o
ended politics of the Forum make it impossible to analyze feminist participation there in a
simple, straightforward way. Even Michael Hardt, the coauth&@ngbireand Multitude,
was overwhel med by the fAunknowalbidrEorumchaoti c
that was half the size of the 2005 event | attended (Hardt, 112). The pluralist diversity of
the Forum raises two points for this analysis. On one hand, the event that is the World
Social Forum can best be described from a particular vantagg porecognition of
partiality that accords with both feminist
mul tiple epistemologies and with its empha:
plurality of progressive and radical commitments. On the other hacdumts of the
Forum generally attempt to identify some core principles and meanings, as | note below.
In this essay, | recast this effort by centering my account on feminism at the Forum and
on the relationship between Forum politics and feminist pres&hcéocus is on radical
efforts of transnational feminists that either focus on, or are engaged with, the politics of
North-South relations, antacist and anthationalist commitments, and a critique of
global capitalism and U.S. hegemonic powers, withagicular emphasis on feminist
projects located in the Global South.
Is the Forum feminist? The question recognizes proximity and distance.
Transnational feminist projects and altgobalization movements share horizons,
agendas, values, and methadsut this mutuality is incompletéEeminists participate in
the Forum at virtually every level and transnational feminist projettie radical, critical
formulationsi share fundamental orientations with the overarching themes of the World

“‘On feminismbd gglobaledtient seedEnchle; Staudt,rRaiiand Parpart; and Alvarez,

AfAnot her (Al so Feminist) World Is Possible.d The
dossi emiann sfimMms and the World Soci al Forum, 0 edi't
Miram Nobre, in a special issue of the Brazilian journal, Revista Estudos Feministas 11(2) 2003.
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Social Forum ad with the alteiglobalization or transnational social justice movements it
gathers together. Yet how thoroughly feminism is incorporated into the core framing of
WSF politics remains less than clear. The integration of feminism into the World Social
Forum remains uneven, in ways perhaps reminiscent ofkvello wn hi st ori es of
movements with various left movements but also undeniably registering the
transformative effects of years of feminist and allied projects. Moreover, the relation
between femns m and the WSF is not only a matter
(although participants reflect on that question) but also what feminists are doing at, with,
and through the ForuthLurking beneath the question of what the WSF means for
feminists, is a deper puzzle: what does feminism mean for the WSF? That is, what are
the feminist alternatives to globalization?

Addressing the articulations of feminist, Forum, and ajtebalization politics,
my essay draws on the growing body of transnational femanistysis from the critical
edges of political science and sociology as well as from the advocacy worlds. My
approach differs from much of this political analysis in its reliance on the methods and
frameworks of ethnography and geography and attentioncity tautine, or everyday
dimensions of participation at the Forum. In addition to discussing overtly political
discourse, | use ethnographic approaches to convey how politics are realized and
constituted through the practices, relations, and texts ¢fdhem. My opening anecdote,
for example, flags the methods of feminist ethnography, which uses situated and
delimited observations of the practices, spaces, relations to ground discussion of political
theory. Such an ethnographic perspective gives signifie to the practices and
discourses of participants, underscoring how the informal and habitual dimensions of
womenos participation al so constitute f e mi
observations of the 2005 WSF held in Porto Alegre, and of otteeaegional meetings
that constituted the Forum in 2006, the African Social Forum in Bamako, Mali, focusing
mostly on the Brazilian gatherirfg.

Uneven Political Developments

Emerging from a particular political culture in Brazil, the WSF did not setout
be a feminist space. The World Social Forum began in Brazil in 2001 as an oppositional
alternative to the hegemonic World Economic Forum held each winter in Davos,
Switzerland. As is often noted, the Forum has grown into multitudes of political and
socal claims more or less allied against the new world order that includes feminist

® The participants at the WSF are of course reflexive actors and incorfhanaggat about their

methods, frameworks, and address these not only duringlevetadiscussions but also

throughout the range of activities and discussions that constitute their participation in the Forum.

The question of f emi 8anexplcisthrgad iafensinisadiscussibons For um we
about the 2004 Mumbai and 2005 Porto Alegre Forums. At the 2006 African Social Forum, it was

more implicit, conveyed in the tacit framing of
®The African Social Forum was a regional meeting,imatgined to replicate the scale of the

World Social Forum. In 2007, the WSF will be held in Nairobi, Kenya. Because | lafdpih
experience with African feminist networks, my ot
Bamako meeting are far more limitadd provisional than those of the 2005 WSF. The research

for this essays part of longterm projects studying feminist organizing and sexual rights at

transnational venues. See, e.g., Wilson.
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concerns among its plurality. But with this inclusion, the Forum remains uneven in its
recognition of feminist ideas and voices. Leaders of the WSF have been predominantly,
though not completely, male, as are its best known figureheads and the®hst2005
(unofficial) Manifesto of Porto Alegre, for example, was signed by eighteen men and one
woman, an African politician, who, while by no means -&&ninist, was not primaly
associated with feminist worldsWhen the WSF is depicted as a whole by progressive
commentators, the description of its core politics does not prominently feature feminism.
One way to consider feminism at the WSF is the textual level: WSF genemates a
enormous amount of texts, ranging from conference ephemera to Internet postings and
print publications. Here | give a cursory look at a small sample of its Efighgiuage
texts. In its main public documents, the WSF does not convey a deep engageiment wi
feminist politics. Representations of feminist politics in commentary of and about the
Forum range widely, at times appearing to be adtige and haphazard addition. Forum
textsi which are themselves contested and often unofficiatorporate genetr, women,
or sexuality as an itemized subset of a larger i8Su6.e fiMani f est 00 of the

Al egre Forum nods to feminism in the eightHh
all, combating all forms of discrimination, sexism, hostility agaiastifjners, racism and
anttSemi ti sm through different political me a s |

appears elsewhere) is a puzzling choice, an atypical reliance on liberal frameworks,
perhaps a vestigial artifact of particular archives that infeertual production at the

For um. Terminology varies across document s.
Social Forum 2007 in Kenya, published in advance of the event on the WSF website,
includes fAguaranteeing gendepart obapwatry ot y o hal
discrimination. This phrasing itself hails from NGO and GendeandDevelopment

| anguage (WSF, fiSee the Gener al Objectiveso)
gender equalityo can be f oundbmestic) femimist di s c o u
networks. However, much feminist discourse adopts more radical andramgieg

analytic terms. Vocabulary aside, discourses emerging through the WSF are not generally

framed by feminism. The main exception is the hardn modifier in tle phrase
Apatriarchal capitalism, 0o which acknowl edge:
order (although what the phrase signifies has rarely been explicated in either the two fora

| attended or the pages of Forupglated texts | have perused). An Aritan participant

" The World March of Women, a worldwide radical project ariging in Montreal, is on the

WSF Organizing Committee. Latin American feminist groups, like the Articulacion Feminista

Marcosur, participated in the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in 2002 and 2003, where they

were key to organizing two of the five axerganizing that edition of the Forum. And domestic

and regional feminist networks have been active in struggles connected to the World Social

Forum-- against fredrade agreements, thigorld debt, militarism, US imperialism, and so

forth. For exampleDAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era) is a network

of women in the global south who focus on economic justice, feminism, and democracy. But the

feminist presence in altglobalization events remained limited until recently.

! See fiManio.® The woman signatory was Animata Tr a
Mali.

From Number 4 off Theher iiglatni dfeseawery i nhabitant o
security and pension following the equality between man and womafoasding element of all

internal and international policy. o
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at Porto Alegre, who was engaged in projects concerning women and unions, wrote that
Athe mostly men behind the WSF act l'i ke we
they need to be in the room with us. | feel like we areinparallelw er ses o0 ( Fonow) .

The political culture of the Forum is open to, but not markedly, feminist. As a
condensed site of cultural practice and social relations, the Forum represents and
constitutes political subjects in certain images that involve genderglaasvsexuality).

In the Latin American Forum, the cultural image of the radical remains masculine. To

judge from tshirts and memorabilia, the icons of the 2005 Forum in Porto Alegre were

Bob Marley and Ché. At the African regional forum, however, ttgrétion of

radicalism appeared less marked by gender. (Although, in Bamako | attended a reggae
concert, reinforcing the sense that the Caribbean form has become a leading genre of the
subaltern.) Different forums are too diverse to consolidate intoigaesfcomparable to

ithe Davos Mano of the World Economic Forum
effects on the interpretations of the politics and representatives of the movement of
movements. Some women criticize a persistent masculinist chaddctbe political

culture. There have also been charges of sexual assault at the gaffierings.

At the same time, feminism has not been scarce at the Forum. References to
Apatriarchal capitalismo reveal backstage f
particularly from Latin America, were involved as organizers and participants in early
editions of the Forum® According to participants, feminism became an unmistakably
visible presence particularly at the 2004 gathering in Mumbai as a result of anganizi
efforts in Latin America and South AsiaAn activist from Sweden, America Vera

Zavala, writes, for example, that A[n]ever [
been so visible, nor has the issuermmedf gender
this assessment of the unprecedented prominence and integration of feminists and
womends issues at the Mumbai For um.

What the Forum does well is allocate space to a plurality of progressive agendas,
including feminist or gender politics. The specifipatiality of feminist presence takes
different forms at different gatherings. The 2006 African Social Forum, for example,
converted the grand Pal ais de |l a Culture i
womenods issues for t heg, Withraadr ofgrandeurffallanbre r e gi o
hard times, this compound allowed large meetings in the capacious mainlikalthe
African Feminist Dialogué and informal conversations in the courtyard. Organizers of
the African Social Forum identified thisde c at ed womends space as o0
gatheringds major contributions to the wunfo
womends issues also saved on cab fare for t
the only real means of transport frame site to another.

The 2004 edition of the WSF in Mumbai had a different spatial approach, and was
noted for the presence of feminists and women presenters spread across the Forum.
There, demands fqgrarité (50 percent representation of women on pangkxe taken

2For one harshitting critique of the WSF, see Obando.

" For example, Virginia Vargas and Lilian Celiberti of the Articulacion Feminista Marcosur were

active in organizing earlier editions thie World Social Forum in Porto Alegre.

“Womenés voices were prominent in tAMFIndian gat
protest staged across from the Forum.
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with some seriousness resulting in an abundance of feminist or female voices. Back in
Brazil, in 2005, feminist panels peppered the thematic areaDiwérsidades
Communicationslutas Sociais Peace and Demilitarizatio@rdem democréaticaard
Human Rights and Dignity. An eglokalizatbng panel
Movement so was packed, with volunteers scran
for the audience to hear the translation. I
boat o hosting dayti me meetings and two part
politicos drankcaipirinhas danced salsa (anrshmbaand merengug and engaged in
multilingual conversation. | do not know of a comparative evaluation of these differe
approaches to spatializing diverse and inclusive politics for feminist activism at the
For um, but their variation represents the F
down organizing agendas, and confirms that the World Social Forum providesoaneelc
space for progressive feminists to meet and articulate their concerns with other critical
projects.

How feminism is integrated at the WSF varies, then, by the particular edition and
location of the Forum, and by domain or scales. At the textual léneelncorporation of
feminist politics is uneven to the point of arbitrariness. At the level of practice, the
feminist presence exemplifies the opsace and inclusive politics of the Forum. In the
domain of norms and values, feminist and WSF discouesemate with each other. A
consideration of how feminist the WSF may be also invites the question of what feminists
themselves want from the Forum, and what they are doing there. | turn now to examine
how the relation between feminism and the Forum playsrothe concrete discourses
and practices in the variegated spaces of the Forums | observed.

The Feminist Dialogues

What are feminists doing at the World Social Forum? | answer this literally, by
describing what feminists did at the 2005 WSF in Porteghd and to a lesser extent at
the African Social Forum in Mali. To begin, | turn to an extended illustration of the 2005
Feminist Dialogue at Porto Alegre.

The event that Mavic and | rushed to from the airport was the major feminist
event in Porto Alegrethe Feminist Dialogues, which took place before the Forum
officially began** Launched the year before at the For
organized by feminist networks in the global south, and heavily influenced (some said)
by a South Asian processuablitical style. Arriving at the Feminist Dialogues, both
Mavic and | immediately saw women we knew from transnational feminist networks
fostered over more than a decade of international organizing in the distinct (and in the
alterglobalization contextdubious) political milieu of nolgovernmental organizations

3 The Feminist Dialogues for India and Bramire organized by @oordinating Group

constituted by seven international feminist networks and organizations: Isis International

(Manila); DAWN - Development Alternatives for Women in a New Era; INFORM (Sri Lanka);
WICEJ-Womendés I nternational C o all Articulacion Femioista Ec o n o mi ¢
Marcosur, FEMNET Af r i can Womends Devel opment and Commun
il ndia National Net wor k of Autonomous Womenbés Gr
"International: WSF Contradictiond=eminist Dialogues"and he Wor | d Spressi a | For umi
releasefi G| obal femini smo.
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(NGOs) and the United Nationsd orbit.

The Dialogues offer an autonomous place for feminist organizing, an attempt to
balance integration into and autonomy from the World Social Forum. This aiegoti
replays longstanding feminist navigations between autonomy and affiliation with left,
popul ar, or nati onal struggl es, an effort
chall engeo with the gl obal justice movement
Dialogues are organized by groups in the global south and attempted to enact values of
diversity, antiracism, and participatory democracy. This is manifest in a deliberate effort
at inclusion. In Brazil, the Feminist Dialogues included proportionallyemésian
participants than did the Forum at large, which was heavily weighted to Latin America
and Europe. Though few in number, a couple of transgendered people joined the event,
including an Argentinean transman who was a consistent, if reluctant, geantian
feminist events across the Forum. There were a dozen or so academic participant
observers, myself among them.

The Feminist Dialogues were divided into time dedicated to discussion groups
based on language (English, French, Portuguese) and tinferfoal plenaries. This
structure reflected feminist principles of inclusive representation as well as feminist
epistemologies. They were designed to include multiple voices in ways that did not
reproduce global or racial hierarchies and as an effort td boim concrete particulars
to more abstract generalities in ways that valued the diverse knowledges of participants.
During the first day (which | missed), discussion groups talked about local, grounded,
and personal issues; these discussions were meambrm an organic basis for
subsequent explorations of Ahow to move the
new strategies. o | joined day two of the En
India, Africa, Uruguay, Scotland, Canada, and Malaysia.&@signment was to come up
with three strategies for feminist activism in this new world order.

A matterof-fact development worker from Zambia suggested one strategy: to
gain acceptance for feminist principles, relate them to local claims and contbgts. T
lesbian feminist from Uruguay continually argued for sexual diversity, noting for
example that reproductive rights should inc
asserted that feminists s houfeninisttwomepes fAstr at
groups and new social movements, and towards that end, calls to use the space of the
WSF ficreativelyo were heard more than once.
are the young women?0 participantstenpropose:
countdowns was one method suggested) and incorporating younger women into feminist
spaces and networks. A -30mething activist from Malaysia noted a reluctance to
assume leadership in her generation that followed thebleglng feminist activists in
the region. She also remarked that her group had fantasized about a feminist takeover of

the governrmedb ut when one of them asked, ns o, wh i
woman was at a |l oss. While the conteurs of g
were more or |l ess <c¢cl ear, t he Mal aysian or g:

difficulty of enunciating specific agendas for new modes of government or economics.
Our group discussion raised more questions than it answered. Some feminists
have bee concerned that the World Social Forum might allow the participation of
religious groups that were afgiobalization but also astvo men 6 s r i -geluals and a
rights. Feminist critiques of fundamentalism stress the gender politics of politicized
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theobgy, and our group debated whether or not feminist groups should work with (non
feminist) religious women? The World Social Forum has not explicitly called for an end

to capitalism, and we asked ourselves if we were seeking alternatives or are we resigned

to working within it? The vibrant throngs of young women in the ajtebalization
movements evoked an anxiety more specific
women more involved in feminism?

The challenges facing transnational feminism were appatetfie WSF. It was
difficult for our disparate English 5 cohort to arrive at specific, let alone new or effective,
strategies based oni adifficultyftratomascharéyturique iethep er i e n C
World Social Forum. It was not clear which weteategies, which were aims, and which
were issues. The large and lively Spad@ahiguage groups may have had more success,
to judge from their energetic exchanges. However, as Sonia Alvarez later pointed out in a
conversation among the academics preghey were also more homogenous, given the
geography of Spanish speakers. Their group restaged the Latin American feminist
encuentroghat had been taking place for years. Still, we English speakers were with the
event in spirit, and as instructed, cobbtedether a few strategies and questions to pass
along to the general body. (The political scientist Catherine Eschle and | were assigned
this rappd9rteuros rol e.

At the plenaries of the Feminist Dialogues, speak
enunciated the major themes: militation and war,
fundamentalism, and nédiberal globalization, with sharg
critigues of U.S. imperialism. These critical discussions
seamlessly with the major currents in the World Soc
Forum, demonstrating the mutuality of critical transnatiol
feminism and global justice movements associated with
World Social Forum. Clearly there is a 4aaching
transnational feminist network with politics that engage ¢
overlap with those of the Forum. Yet this overlap also rai The Feminist Dialogues at Bamako
the question, what is distitly feministabout f e mi Mali, WSF VI, 2006
global critiques? Feminists continue to navigate relatit
with the global justice movement through varying modes FEEEEs
autonomy, integration, dialogue, affinity, with a desire 1 §&
representation and impact. The desiresripact the Forum
and have feminism registe ES
social movements are recurring themes among the L &
American feminists and European feminist advocates g
particular.

Feminism Beyond Feminists

The day after the Feminist Dialoguat the Porto Alegre Forum, the question of
feministsdéd relation to the Forum was taken
tent in theLutas Sociaispace, where twenty or so feminists sat in a circle fluttering the
handy fans provided by aasvy antifundamentalist project from Uruguay. The
discussion arrived at the question of how feminists could engage the Forum strategically:

14 See Eschle.
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How could the Forum be used as a venue for
feminist organizing? How should feminists
articulate with other movemes And how
might feminism shape the agenda of the
Forum itself?
The coalition that produced the
Feminist Dialogues addressed the call to
articulate feminism with other political
projects by hosting an ambitious panel called
A A Di al ogue Bet ave eonr Mo v e
intermovement  dialogu€. The panel
juxtaposed representatives of four
Anti-fundamentalist fan used at WSF V movements: labor; race/ethnicity (in this case,
—-photo supplied by author 6 Dalit); GLBT (gay, lesbian, bisexual and
transgendered, also associated with the term queer); and feminist. Their task was to
identify both convergence with and criticism of other movements. The representative for
GLBT politics conceded that firstorld GLBT movements had not addressed racial
di versity or cl ass i ssues. A womenos mo v
representativérom the Dalit movement to acknowledge that ethnically based struggles
had not recognized sexuality as a political domain. Unfortunately, logistics matter: the
audio was terrible. The event next door consisted of impassioned exhortations that
drowned out e softspoken activist voices and their tired translators. Still, as a
premis@® as an example of one of the strategies that the groups in the Feminist Dialogue
were striving to nante this intermovement dialogue offered an alternative to the choice
between atonomy or integration for feminism in the spaces of the Forum by locating
feminism as the hub for broader political coalitions.

This panel was also noteworthy for positioning GLBT politics as a major social
justice movement. A full discussion of sexualifics at the Forum would require its own
essay. Here, | will offer brief observations about the different modes of public address of
sexuality at the World Social Forum in Brazil and the African Social Forum. In Porto
Al egr e, one of twhsededitaled \toe sexadlity, ywhich tthe riForim
recognized to be a salient axis of difference and oppression. Gay, lesbian, or queer groups
from Brazil, the Philippines, the Gay Games, and international networks had their panels,
stalls, fliers, and a night @ local bar. The prominence of sexuality in Brazil was due in
no small measure to Latin American feminist networks, which have engaged the issue of
sexual diversity, as well as the emergence of politicized gay, queer, and transgendered
publics.

At the African Social Forum, the political recognition of sexuality was different.
There was no visible neneterosexual, queer, or transgender presence. A South African
colleague and | scoured two conference compounds trying to locate the one panel listed
in the pogram that addressed sexual diversity (organized by a group from Uruguay):

®3A Dialogue Between Movements, o0 moderated by Su
Nati onal Net work of Autonomous Womends Organi zat
Marcosur, Development Alternatifeor Women i n New Era, Womends I nt
Economic Justice, FEMNEAfrica, INFORM-Sri Lanka, and ISIS International.
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