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Africa

"The story of the poor goes round and round. Buatveibout the story of the rich? The story not beaid is that
of the beneficiaries of slavery and colonialism.eT$tory of exploitation that put us into this dispation,
commodified our own life for profit. They dividedhd ruled. Can we unite and live? Can we unite Herworld
that will be our world? Let us rise up and begirtel this story* of why they continue to be riotgntinue to
plunder.” —

Wahu Kaara, Kenyan feminist activist speaking atAl$F opening plenary

At the opening plenary of the Africa Social ForumLiusaka, Zambia (10-14 December, 2004), deledates
across the continent gave varied testimonies tbalesced around a single truth: recolonisation asse than
slavery.

Activists noted Africa's history of injustices armgpression through colonialism, slavery and apatihieut

swiftly moved on to the injustices of present-dpgst-colonial Africa: privatisation and cost-recoyewars

fought over Africa's natural resources, heavy deintlens and conditionalities, unfair trade andalise Contrary
to dominant accounts of the continent as an alrbdsdically 'cursed’ 'basket case' and Africans efplbss
victims, delegate after delegate emphasised thata®d poverty, wars and disease pandemics aralbavslated

to a global economic system that is predicatecherpbverty of the many.

"The world, it would seem, friends, is at the efid®imagination”, Corinne Kumar of Tunisia andlémesia told
the assembled plenary. How much further can tleel tnechanisms of domination and exploitation betcted?
Though they are continuously re-disguised, masgiiegaas World Bank Structural Adjustment Program:
(SAPs) or Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRS#s)the New Partnership for Africa's Developmen
(NEPAD) or Economic Partnership Agreements (EP&®,instruments of oppression remain just as bidtan
those attempting to access basic services like rwatend, education and healthcare -- with
increasing difficulty.

Colonialism is a very old game, and is thus forteanaintain itself through substitutions -- suhgtdns that
activists are perpetually contesting. SubstitutiohS8IEPAD for economic liberation, of incessant tehiutelage
for black independent praxis, of "efficiency” thmnefits the few rather than the many, of a blassepmast for a
counter-hegemonic history, of the language of twesful for localised terminology and stories, agrdty for
the flat notion of "equality”. Kumar's assertionsrev echoed by many activists throughout the Fortum:up to
the South -- and Africa in particular -- to champiootions of democracy that are not intrinsicalgdtto the
market economy; to find new notions of power tleatlitate, transform, and enhance; to redefinecafthrough
a discourse of dissent -- one that decentres,msand interrupts all that is dominant.

At the ASF we observed that while African civil sty is not uniformly strong across all regionsde unionists,
students, women and young people are increasieglgting neoliberalism on the continent -- agatihstcurrent
of their politicians. At a session on NEPAD, a Zablwean delegate argued that African leaders, bnditig G8
meetings and producing a policy document endorgagtido\World Bank and International Monetary FurdFg),
are revealing that they "fear freedom, as formaves who walk back to their masters, not yet rdadgave the
master's house".

Along with their critiques of neo-colonialism arftetlack of democracy in international policy-makiddrican
activists were increasingly outraged at the lackdemocracy within the Forum structure. The ASF rofte
replicated prevailing socio-economic, cultural gaditical inequalities. In particular, despite tleeninist tribunal
at the beginning of the Forum, women were often gieén sufficient space to participate and raiseimést
issues throughout the conference. Plenary sessions and panel
discussions were largely devoid of meaningful djal® and debate. The sole exception, which williseussed
later as a promising alternative, was the FemDigtogue, where women arranged their chairs irrgelaircle to
form the only space in the entire forum set uptterhorizontal movement of knowledge in many dicets.



Why the master's tools will never destroy the masteouse In The Wretched of the Earth, Frantz &anc
predicted the exhaustion of third world nationaliasmespoused by many African leaders (1965). Indexidout
civil society resistance Africa's bourgeoisie atglnationalist leaders may end up becoming theafchack' to
Western capitalism and imperialism. As one delegageied, "the master's tools [neo-liberal policieg] never
destroy the master's house [rich countries' econa@uomination of Africa]". Patrick Bond poses theegtion
even more directly : will Africa aim to 'fix' theernational Financial Institutions (IFIs) suchtias World Bank,
World Trade Organisation (WTO) and IMF or 'nix' th¢Bond, 2000)? Or, in terms of the central proldem
posed in our report, will Africa merely substitigguctural adjustments for ‘homegrown' structuthlistments
such as GEAR and NEPAD? Are the foreign oversasb as the Bank and the IMF increasingly confidbat
they can count on local overseers to carry outritheork? Has the logic of ‘fiscal discipline' becenso
normalised that Africa’s ruling class has yokedlit&ith fiscal self-discipline?

The social consequences of structural adjustmegrammes have been evident in Africa for over twoadles.
The very real, human costs were evident as we @alk®ugh downtown Lusaka, where crumbling infrastre
includes the broken storm drains, clogged with ggey that periodically become
breeding grounds for cholera. The Lusaka-based blamihuman rights lawyer who showed us aroun
mentioned that as a result of cutbacks espoussttuntural adjustments and a high proportion ofdbentry's
budget going toward debt servicing, patients aitenthe country's public hospitals must providdrtbevn drips,
medicine, bedding and food.

Indeed, IFl-advocated cost recovery is alive andl we Zambia: advertisements on Zambian televisior
announced that cut-offs of electricity were immaniem defaulters over the festive season and thedtrecity
company employees who assisted them to reconnadtike liable for prosecution. Jubilee Zambia infed us
that this year just shy of a third of Zambia's betdgill go toward servicing odious debt. Therefatesomes as
little surprise that Zambia's life expectancy ha&erb reduced by AIDS and other preventable andatvésat
infectious diseases to a mere 35 years of agechbiees facing Africa's leaders are as stark asldgans on t-
shirts worn by activists from the African Friendsr8ce Committee : "LIFE" or "DEBT".

The very real impacts of neo-liberal policies odinary African people's lives brought debates ow drican
politicians and civil society organisations shoutthte to IFIs into sharp relief. African politicis are already
engaging with IFls and G8 countries and it was rcteamany delegates that NEPAD can be viewed as tl
product of such engagements. In this context, apoitant item on the agenda was African civil sotset
engagement with IFIs such as the World Bank ankBaipported programmes like NEPAD.

On the second day, a session was held on viewSiuil 'Society Engagement with the World Bank" cleairby
Kumi Naidoo of CIVICUS (an international umbrellady of NGOSs).

Naidoo outlined how CIVICUS's board had for an &gim-month period "*embarked on a process of caivgs
and documenting civil society views on engagemeatit the Bank". Naidoo described this as a "paipiacess”
for which CIVICUS had received a great deal oficisim. Nevertheless, according to Naidoo, CIVICUSsw
powering ahead to hosting a "Global Policy Forum'April 2005 bringing together the Bank and ciwokcgety,
which would mark "the end" of its engagement wite Bank.

When the floor was opened, Console Tleane fronirthedom of Expression Institute of South Africaleed)that
CIVICUS was unfairly seeking legitimation for itagagement with the Bank at the Africa Social Forliteane
pointed out that the conversation seemed awkwaidlged in the agenda of the Forum -- rather thamrsgag
civil society views on working with the Bank, destgs were ready to strategize how to bring abauéetid of the
bank by April 2005. Kenyan activist Njoke Njehudf Years is Enough, a Washington DC-based NGO edrgu
that there have been three major civil societyngpts to engage with the Bank, including the Wortthtnission
on Dams and the Extractive Industry Review

-- and they had all failed. The Bank's primary ahjee in trying to engage with civil society is boost its public
relations (PR) and lend a veneer of legitimacy &madsparency to its opaque and undemocratic opesati
Indeed, Njehu stated that the Bank has a PR budgetcess! of US$20 million per annum and seversyf s
devoted to improving its image. She went on to jaesvho actually funded CIVICUS's engagement with

Bank and in fact whether the organisation was timtiependent of the Bank and those who suppodgéndas.

A Senegalese trade unionist in the Higher Educatemtor argued that the World Bank's policies hestrdyed



African Universities through dramatic budgetary badgks and cost recovery. Similarly, a Nigerian \asti
explained that she had attended a meeting witlBémk on PRSPs as recently as a month before anddytie
impression the Bank had already decided on whatipslshould be adopted in the country and was Iynere
"going through the motions" of holding a meetingthwtivil society activists. Year in, year out thNGO
representative had been to meetings with the Badkhad seen virtually no implementation of progressivil
society organisation's suggestions, expect at thet oosmetic level.

Veteran South African anti-apartheid and sociatigesactivist Dennis Brutus argued that CIVICUS veidl
actively engaged with the Bank and so it was desmgus to argue that it was 'disengaging’ withBaek, but
only after a big meeting in April 2005. Njehu wemt to argue that the IMF and World Bank divided N&G@to
pliant 'good' NGOs like CIVICUS that it could 'deaith' and critical 'bad’ NGOs like 50 Years thatefused to
have anything to do with. If the Bank was seriolbsud hearing civil society perspectives it woulddrepared to
hear very critical perspectives -- even those agudor it to be boycotted by ethical investors te Bonds
market and ultimately closed down.

Tleane argued for activists who did not agree withh engagement to protest at such meetings iryawvalar
to the "Not in My Name" campaign launched by lefttgvSouth African Jews opposed to Israeli Presider
Sharon's policies in relation to Palestinians. Ohthe authors of this paper argued for 50 Yeardaimonstrate
outside the meeting to show that not all civil sbgiactors are in agreement with engagement wihBnk.
South African Anti-Privatisation Forum activist ginia Setshedi then led participating delegatesa jrotest
song against collaborating with neo-colonial forckwleed, in an article entitled "No to World Ba@kil
Society Relations", the African Flame, the dailyFAisewspaper, reported on the session as follows:

Without a single dissenting voice, participant®cegd any dealings with the Bank. The Bank's badrdeon the
continent and the tonnes of evidence that inditdritthe continued poverty of the African peopleraveited as
the main reasons why any engagement will not benmghul. The message was clear: there* [was] no thay
the ASF would entertain any dealings with the Bank.

Activists in the NEPAD session came to the same aduasions on the potential of neo-liberal institutims and
policies.

Senegalese economist Demba Dembele's rejectiofeBAN is based on two fundamental assumptions:thigat
West will never develop Africa and that most Afnckeaders do not care about the welfare of theizesis.
Pointing to the fact that NEPAD is premised on éxéraction and export of Africa's prime resourcaed ¢he
opening of the continent to exploitative foreigmedt investment (FDI), a Zimbabwean economist attarsed
NEPAD as "creating a Bill of Rights for trans-nai#b corporations”. Thus, he concluded: "our engagemwill
mean nothing".Finding our own tools: Feminist Dgle

In breaking with the structure of other Forum sassiin which two or three panellists (usually madiiressed
an audience for roughly two hours and finished iejding a handful of questions, the feminist dialegvas
constructed as an actual conversation -- opendgsedt and debate and allowing ideas to build athezher.
Chairs were arranged in a large circle and, byetie of the session, nearly every woman and maremprésd
spoken their mind.

Unfortunately, discussion revolved around gendet gaminism in our societies (of women in power Ingvi
become ‘patriarchs' and of the need for betteteztispecific understandings of gender and feminisrder to
avoid negative labelling, for example), but did notich on feminism and the role of women within own

movements. The participatory form of the conveosatmbodied a dissent against the structuring ®fASF,

and yet the critique must go further.

We know that women fuel our movements (and mor&aied moments of resistance) across Africa, buy the
were in the minority at the Africa Social Forum aase the leadership of organizations and movenfieatshose
likely to represent organisations at internatidoalims) are men. We know that we will go back to meetings
and some women may not feel free to speak up. Eskgnwe know that patriarchy and other forms of
dominance are being re-inscribed within our movemsér resistance.

As Shallo Skaba, an Ethiopian coffee worker statedhe Africa Court of Women, "No one is looking fo
women's problems. No one considers all that womendaing"”. If movements go on as they are, women



problems will not be looked for, much less effeetworganized around. One woman suggested in dileglie
that feminism is a political consciousness arouadgy and power inequalities. Let us, then, appét thritical
consciousness to the society we resist againstatite vehicles of resistance that are propelledlnyenergy,
our sacrifices, our limited resources, our courageut too often not by our decisions and the wmsdaf our
experiences as women.

Again out of character with much of the Forum, salvection items were decided upon. These include
gathering and sharing feminist literature from asrthe continent over an email discussion list ianelisting
publications such as Feminist Africa, the CentneGavil Society website and research reports, aneMhite.
Feminist dialogue must be wrestled back from thestig Northern) academic spaces which have co-oated
subsequently come to define (and confine) debate.

Those present also strategised ways to hold wontem ave elected into office accountable. This isvgisa
needed, as demonstrated in South Africa, wheretiHddinister Manto Tshabalala-Msimang has consiggent
pushed forward policies that have worsened -- dtichately taken -- the lives of poor, black, HIVgtve
women. In Tanzania, Fatima Alloo explained, wometivasts meet with each female politician upon assigy
office. From the very beginning of her term -- aften beforehand, during her campaigning -- womaiviats
attempt to become these politicians' primary nekveord base. Since women so often identify with stesy that
will "protect” them, the moment that they say 'Nbg&y are persecuted. Women activists can thus &btenmative
forms of protection, and women in high office caawd their power not from the prevailing system afr@archal
control, but from those who understand power's trelky.

Finally, activists called for further strategisiog helping to make women economically independaatone
activist from the Gambia remarked, we must makgogsible for women to get a divorce if necessaryhave
some measure of financial independence. In a glet@iomy where women produce over 80% of resouares,
yet own less than 20% of them, the Dbattle for eowno sovereignty for women
will be long and difficult. However, we will workotassure that women are not further exploited kyawn
movements, and that we create means for econongpé@ndence as we can.

Are our tools sharp enough?

Across several sessions, a number of participaksdasimilar questions: what are we doing to tdleedebates
here back to the grassroots in our own countriesipleé are dying of AIDS in my country, aggressiwstc
recovery means that water and electricity are bdiagonnected, trade negotiations are taking pldtueh may
ruin livelihoods, how will this Forum take our sfygles forward?

When we asked different delegates how the ASF mgetwere organised, they could only answer witmeve
more questions. How, for instance, were the megtimganced? How was the organising council cortstit?

Activists from South Africa's Social Movements Ibda(SMI) questioned the structure of the ASF (arlected,
self-appointed, 'unrepresentative' council) andatsk of political direction'. The SMI activistsis they viewed
the council and the ASF as biased toward NGOs, easbarship of the council did not entail represetytiand
members of the council had to pay their own wagdoncil meetings. A statement issued and circulagethe
SMI expanded this critique:

"The underrepresentation of social movements iatiel to NGOs is reflected in the political conterfitthe
forum. It manifests in the persistence of the notitat the Africa Social Forum is nothing otherrtteaspace, in
contrast to the perspective that it should haveogramme to advance our struggle against neolilsera]l)."

The SMI then went on to argue for a plenary tovall@r collective decision-making on the structumeda
functioning of the ASF and develop a declaratiod aprogramme of action.

These problems are not unique to the ASF. Otheialsémrums have been critiqued for not culminatiimg
sufficiently concrete political outcomes that wowadvance the struggles of social movements. Feanas, in
discussing the Boston Social Forum, Peter Marcasently argued that there was insufficient parétign of
'grassroots activists' (activists who were veryrpem welfare, etc.) (Marcuse, 2005 forthcoming).general,
there was an expressed need to link the BSF arma 8titial Forums to "action” with "concrete resufisid, 3).
As Marcuse argues, while such forums might offerftiture "nucleus” of a global social movemens itao early



to speak of a global social movement focused oitdohobjectives and dealing with broader issuegsavfer and
social justice (ibid).

Similarly, an activist writing for http://schnews.org.ukén the 2004 European Social Forum held in Londo
argued that: "[Activists] came to see if 'anotherh is possible’, yet as expected [the ESF] wgacked by
people whose vision seems seriously at odds withynpeople involved in grassroots politics". ManyFES
activists questioned the wisdom of replacing onne@tanaccountable political cronies for another.

Building our own house: From 'space’ to action?

In order for the Social Forums to continue to heagitimacy with social movement activists they withve to
move beyond merely being 'spaces’ or ‘forums' &yvate about 'other possibilities’ for the world aodards
being forums for debating strategies and tactick@mmon campaigns. In essence, there seems tsthaygle
for the soul of the Social Forums: will they belktshops' or 'think tanks' or 'arenas for plannaaion’,
‘campaign launch pads' or 'strategy and tacticsrsegs’? As the feminist session of the ASF showeaking
sessions more participatory and inclusive couldt@nportant step in allowing legitimate critiquefsthe Social
Forums and their constituent movements to emengetudn, this could allow for more focussed politica
discussions and outcomes at the Forums.

The stakes are high in this debate. As Setshededrd'people are being disconnected at home, whdtaoing
here if it doesn't advance their struggle ?". OraasHIV-positive feminist activist from Zimbabwe gared,
"people are dying of AIDS at home, we need to tlohla common platform to campaign to improve tlaeicess
to treatment”.

Such activists argued that it takes precious timgk r@sources to attend Social Forums and thatrhest have
something to show for attending such forums.

ASF delegates rejected engagement with the BankN&RIAD,however, it should not be forgotten thatinect

approaches urging such engagement were made thombkociety intermediaries. This shows that caipty

Social Forums and blunting their impact is a tasitady outcome for the Bank and 'third-way' poldics, which
only adds a further sense of urgency to debatestdhe political direction and future of the Sodrdrums in
advancing the aims of social movements for socanemic justice. It is clear that social movementivésts

around the world increasingly wish to 'jealoushagli (SMI, 2) the Social Forums against de-pokation and
an inching towards irrelevant abstraction, meretyling 'space for debate'. Such activists recagtiat if they
exhaust themselves debating in 'space’ they wilsanously threaten the agendas of the Bank ootther IFIs in
any serious way. And the blunter the tools of tbhei& Forums get, the greater the chance actiwgtsimply

dispense with them entirely.

Amanda Alexander is a Visiting Researcher at theti@dor Civil Society, University of KwaZulu-Natal
Mandisa Mbali is a Research Fellow at the Centré€Ciuil Society, University of KwaZulu-Natal.
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