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Introduction: The Geographies of Alter -globalization

Like just about everything else in the world, there is a highly uneven geography to what is 
generally called “anti-globalization.” This concept emerged in the 1990s in the core capitalist 
societies – the United States and Europe especially  – where it continues to be used to describe 
disparate acts of resistance to neoliberal economic policy. Yet the concept  “anti-globalization”
refers to nothing more than the negation of something opaque; like putting a minus sign in 
front of a zero, it doesn ’t mean anything. To speak of  “anti-globalization” is to mistake 
complex political -economic processes for a simple thing. 

As a considerable number of scholars and activists have written, it is hard to think of 
anything more expressive of globalization in its positive sense – the linking of diverse social 
groups from around the world – than the so -called “anti-globalization” movement (Rupert 
2000; Glassman 2002; Cavanagh and Mander 2004; Mertes 2004; Evans 2005; Kiely 2006;
Wainwright  2007; Peet 2007; Fernandez 2008; Wainwright and Kim  2008; Routledge 2009;
Pleyers 2010). Consider the thousands of people who came out in large numbers to protest 
against the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Hong Kong in December, 2005 (see Wain-
wright 2007). Although almost uniformly described as “anti-globalization protesters ” in the 
media, they claimed to be nothing of the sort. Their self -presentation – for all its inherent 
limits – was as working people, small farmers ( campesinos, peasants), immigrants, men and 
women, citizens, democrats, communists, anarchists, stewards of ecological processes, 
and so on; a motley crew, to be sure, but not fl ying the fl ag of anti -globalization; neither 
were they a “Noah’s ark of fl at -earth advocates, protectionist trade unions and yuppies 
looking for their 1960s fi x, ” to cite Thomas Friedman ’s (1999) description of the Seattle 
protests. The masses in Hong Kong were anti -WTO, certainly. But there were few yuppies 
amidst the multitude (I could be considered an exception here), which was almost entirely 
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drawn from Southeast and East Asia. The unmistakable claim of the Hong Kong protesters 
was that the WTO ’s policies threatened their livelihoods, ecologies, and rights and that its 
quasi-sovereignty must be defeated. You could argue with this reasoning, but to call this 
“anti-globalization” is just a strategy to avoid the debate. 

This is not to suggest that “anti-globalization” is the opposite of globalization; it is not. 
As the IMF rightly explains on its webpage, “those portrayed in the media as ‘anti-
globalization activists ’ are in fact not against globalization. Rather they, like the IMF, want 
to shape globalization to raise its benefi ts and lower its costs ” (2003). This is basically 
correct, although thorny issues are left hidden by the language of accounting. There is a 
politics to this global ledger: who gets to crunch the numbers, weigh the costs and benefi ts 
of globalization? Many so -called “anti-globalization” thinkers contend that the IMF plays 
far too great a role in overseeing the adequation of money and things – food, water, liveli-
hoods, and so forth – that should not be treated as commodities. What is at stake here is 
who gets to “shape globalization, ” and with which tools (see also the chapters by Glassman 
and Park in this volume). 

Thus I will now leave the term “anti-globalization” behind in lieu of another that has 
found considerable favor: alter -globalization. Alter -globalization affi rms globalization, albeit 
an other one; hence “another world is possible. ” But which other world, which alternative 
globalization? Here views diverge. To repeat the slogans, this is  “a movement of many move-
ments” articulating  “one no, many yeses. ”

My aim in this chapter is to clarify some the key questions and distinctions within this 
milieu by reading recent texts on globalization and its discontents (to use Stiglitz ’s (2003)
terms). I start with Marx, for two reasons. The fi rst is that Marx is the  ur-alter -globalization
theorist. His analysis of capitalism always emphasized its world -making dynamism:

The East -Indian and Chinese markets, the colonization of America, trade with the colonies, the 
increase in the means of exchange and in commodities generally, gave to commerce, to navigation, 
to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to the revolutionary element in the 
tottering feudal society, a rapid development. [ …] The place of manufacture was taken by 
the giant, Modern Industry; the place of the industrial middle class by industrial millionaires, the 
leaders of the whole industrial armies, the modern bourgeois. Modern industry has established 
the world market, for which the discovery of America paved the way (1848).

Marx thus describes globalization avant la lettre in these perspicacious lines from 
the Communist Manifesto. And he attributes an active role this process to a specifi c 
social group:

The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, 
idyllic relations. [ …] It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the 
numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom – Free 
Trade [ …] The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of 
production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. 
[…] The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the 
entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections 
everywhere. The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cosmopoli-
tan character to production and consumption in every country. [ …] In place of the old local and 
national seclusion and self -suffi ciency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter -
dependence of nations (1848). 
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If we accept Marx ’s conception of “intercourse in every direction, universal inter -dependence
of nations ” as the earliest working defi nition of globalization (as I think we should), we 
should also remember that the bourgeoisie is the subject of every sentence leading up to this 
defi nition. Globalization results from the work of a particular social class  – one defi ned by 
its position as purchaser of labor power. 

Such is Marx ’s argument and, judging by the number of recent commentators on these 
passages, the prescience of these lines is hard to overstate (Rupert 2000; Smith 2003; Arrighi 
2007; Engler 2008; Anderson 2010; Harvey 2010a; Harvey 2010b). In the written version 
of David Harvey ’s lectures on Capital (2010a), Marx ’s fi rst chapter on value is interrupted 
to cite this “brilliant description of . . . globalization” (p. 19), so that Harvey can remind us 
that “it is on this dynamic global terrain of exchange relations that value is being determined ”
(p. 20). Harvey repeats the point twice so it sticks: “[Marx] understood . . . that value was 
not determined in our backyard or even in a national economy, but arose out of the whole 
world of commodity exchange ” (p. 20). Harvey is wise to insert this point into his reading 
of chapter 1, but it raises a line of questions that remains unaddressed in his text – questions 
concerning the relation between capital ’s globalizing tendency, the determination of value, 
and alternatives. If the elemental character of capital is defi ned by value form, what alterna-
tives to this exist? If alter -globalization is in essence the affi rmation that another world is 
possible, how can we conceptualize a non -capitalist world? Would it be less  “dynamic” and 
“global” than the world as we know it from commodity exchange? 

In light of the Manifesto’s injunction to overcome capital ’s world -embracing expansion, 
we could say that communism (at least as understood by Marx) is inherently a species of 
alter -globalization, that is, a practical attempt to globalize otherwise. Yet whereas Marx 
anticipated that the global spread of capitalist social relations would level the social and 
economic conditions of different societies, he did not foresee the resulting emergence of a 
radical division between the core and periphery. Contrary to what Marx expected and 
Thomas Friedman still seems to believe, in the 150 years after Marx wrote the Manifesto
“the increasing interdependence of nations did not ‘fl atten ’ the world through generalized 
capitalist development ” (Arrighi  2007: 21). Global inequalities continue to march ever wider, 
both within and between economies (Bourguignon and Morrisson 2002; Wade  2004). The 
world we know today – that is, the interdependent world market  – is thus paradoxical. It 
manifests Marx ’s “universal inter -dependence of nations, ” albeit unevenly and starkly so. 
This paradox defi nes the terrain of alter -global thought and activism. 

This brings me to my second justifi cation for starting with Marx. Many of the key divi-
sions within the alter -globalization movement – concerning vision, strategy, and tactics  – can 
only be mapped with a familiarity of the Marxist tradition, including both its theory and 
politics. This is not because everyone is a Marxist (on the contrary), nor because Marx had 
all the answers (certainly not), but because the critical fault lines run through the landscape 
shaped by the struggle to overcome capital. Somewhat ironically, the rockiest debates in the 
literature on alter -globalization do not hinge on globalization, but on capitalism. As many 
(but not all) of those in the alter -globalization movement are aware, the complicated divi-
sions on the left result principally from the diffi culty that any attempt to change globalization 
– and what else is an alter -globalization movement for? – is,  ipso facto, an effort to transform 
capital and its globalizing tendencies. This results in a bifurcation between those who desire 
to build a non -capitalist world (traditionally called communists) and those who do not 
(liberals). There is more to the matter than this, of course, but this distinction remains 
fundamental.
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Free Trade? 

In a 1923 textbook written for the Plebs League (a British Marxist educational organization), 
J.F. Horrabin encapsulates the importance of economic geography for the left in two lapidary 
sentences:

The working class has to face the job of organizing world resources for the use of the peoples of 
the world, instead of the profi t of a few. And that, in its ultimate stages at all events, is a problem 
in economic geography (p. 10). 

By this conception, economic geography is defi ned by the  “job” of reorganizing the world 
so that it may be enjoyed by all – not for profi t, but as use -values. This is not only a concise 
restatement of Marx ’s conception of communism as a disciplinary problem; it is also an 
elegant summary of the aims of the alter -globalization movement today. 

Yet if there is an issue associated with economic geography at the heart of the alter -
globalization discourse, it is not Horrabin ’s “problem,” but neoliberal trade policy (aka 
“free trade ”). An element of this may be traced all the way back to Marx. In the fi nal para-
graph of part II of Capital volume 1  (1867), Marx bids farewell to simple circulation and 
calls for us to “leave this noisy sphere, where everything takes place on the surface ”
and follow him into the “hidden abode of production ” (p. 279). His metaphor invites us to 
descend below the merely superfi cial level of the market (simple circulation) to grasp the 
more substantial matter (the production of surplus -value). Then Marx offers an interesting 
comment. It is the sphere of simple circulation that supplies “the ‘free-trader vulgaris’ with 
his views, his concepts and the standard by which he judges [capitalist] society ” (p. 280). 
Marx implies that the doctrine of free trade comes from the celebration of capitalism ’s
apparent surface: the ebb and fl ow of commodity exchange. For validation of Marx ’s
hypothesis, consider Thomas Friedman ’s claim that the “driving idea behind globalization 
is free -market capitalism – the more you let market forces rule and the more you open your 
economy to free trade and competition, the more effi cient and fl ourishing your economy 
will be ” (1999: 8). Indeed, in much of the literature on globalization and alter -globalization,
what seems to be at stake is trade policy. 1 Remember that in 1848 Marx accuses the bour-
geoisie of crying everywhere for “that single, unconscionable freedom – Free Trade. ” Of 
course trade is never entirely free (think of transport costs) and is always regulated to dif-
ferent degrees, as well as subsidized. At the time of the Manifesto’s writing, the United States 
systematically used tariffs to protect its developing industries (Chang 2008), which partly 
explains why throughout the global South today, as Joe Stiglitz notes,  “you hear . . . that
the US, having done so well, is pulling up the ladder to make sure no one else can climb 
up” (2002).2

The geographical spread of free trade qua ideology has been uneven. For most of the 
nineteenth century, its main vector was British imperial policy, as  “the most common politi-
cal technique of British expansion was the treaty of free trade and friendship made or 
imposed upon a weaker state ” (Gallagher and Robinson  1964 (1953) : 106 –7). Likewise in 
the wake of World War II, the United States used similar political techniques to create a 
global form of hegemony (Dunkley 2000; Kiely 2006; Arrighi 2007; Peet 2007; Harvey 
2010b), leading Neil Smith to claim that “the American Century was synonymous with 
globalization” (2003: 454). This literature demonstrates a long -standing relationship between 
the ideology of free trade and imperialism of the capitalist sort. This does not mean that 
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the free trade doctrine is unchanging or simply untrue – only that its power cannot be dis-
entangled from empire. 

A growing literature examines the ways that the ideology of free trade derives this 
authority, and a principal historical -geographical fi nding is, in Ha -Joon Chang ’s words 
(2008: 17), that “free trade has rarely been a matter of choice; it was often an imposi-
tion . . . sometimes even through military power. ” Consider the British  “opening” of China 
through the Opium wars (1839 –1842 and 1856 –1860), which Giovanni Arrighi interprets 
as the decisive event precipitating the decline of the “relatively self -contained East Asian 
interstate system ” (2007: 341). More recently, IMF -enforced structural adjustment pro-
grams have served as one of the key solvents to loosen regulations on capital across the 
developing world, as they prescribe slashing import tariffs along with the usual mix of 
currency devaluation, cuts to state spending, and the deregulation of fi nance. 3 The paradox 
here is that trade regulations were a key element of all the successful late industrializing 
economies in East Asia – including Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and more recently, China  – not 
to mention the original industrialization of England, Germany, and the United States. 4 And 
the consequences of the radical opening forced on the global South since the 1970s have 
been dramatic. Outside of China, economic performance has been generally poor – slower 
on average than in the “bad” post -war years where many states attempted import -
substitution via trade and fi nancial regulation policies  – while inequality has only increased 
(cf. Gowan 1999; Bourguignon and Morrisson 2002; Kiely 2006; Arrighi 2007; Peet 2007;
Chang 2008; Harvey 2010b).

No matter. Among mainstream economists free trade remains axiomatic (cf. Dunkley 
2000; Stiglitz 2007; Unger 2007; Peet 2007; Peck 2008). The contributions of liberal econo-
mist Paul Krugman – who won a Nobel prize partly for his formalization of some classic 
insights from economic geography 5 – have further deepened the sense that, from the left to 
the right, everyone who can “sit still for a bit of math ” (Krugman  1996) will embrace the 
truth of free trade. Sheppard is not exaggerating when he notes that among economists 
today “creationists are now more likely to be encountered than free trade skeptics ” (2005: 
151). Yet as Roberto Unger elaborates in his 2007 study of free trade doctrine, the theory 
is structurally incomplete – for instance in its inability to justify the  “unique assignments 
of comparative advantage ” (2007: 28) present within economies. In the well -known
Heckscher -Ohlin model there are only two commodities traded between just two countries, 
each endowed with homogenous forms of only two inputs to production (capital/technology 
and labor). As Unger elaborates, once we unbracket these reductive assumptions, we “fi nd 
that there are multiple solutions, or infi nite solutions, or no solutions at all to the assign-
ment of comparative advantage, that is, the distribution among countries of specialization 
in production that maximizes each country ’s gains from trade ” (p. 29). In the world of 
development planning, a lot hinges precisely on the creation of new capacities, that is, in 
changing the inherited conditions of comparative advantage. But even in the more sophis-
ticated economic theoretical models, mainstream economic theory “deals in the coin of 
static effi ciency. It tells us nothing about the . . . history of technological and organization 
innovation or of economic growth – the next steps we are able to take, in a given time or 
place, with the materials at hand ” (p. 30). 

Unger’s argument about the theoretical exclusion of historical conditions – further dem-
onstrated by the absence of historical sensibility among economists (Chang 2008) – could 
be repeated for geography. Consider the work of Eric Sheppard  (2005; 2010)  which exam-
ines the aspatial character of mainstream trade theory. Outlining the limitations of its core 
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assumptions, Sheppard argues that “the desirable properties of free trade are not robust to 
modifi cation ” of several core assumptions of the theory, and  “current theoretical deduc-
tions no longer hold once those assumptions are modifi ed ” (2005: 155). Perhaps the best -
known of these critical -yet-faulty assumptions concerns factor mobility, that is, the ability 
of capital and labor to move geographically. There are two interrelated assumptions here, 
both dating back to Ricardo. The fi rst is that the different endowments of labor and 
capital within economies – which defi ne an economy ’s capacity to produce different com-
modities, hence its comparative advantage – are not internationally mobile. But of course, 
the essence of capital ’s globalizing tendency is to cross borders – and living labor migrates, 
too (albeit unevenly). Second, labor and capital are expected to be perfectly and instantly 
mobile within economies. Obviously this too is false: workers who lose jobs because a 
factory closes may move and fi nd new work, but there are costs and time lag involved. 
One important practical implication is that conventional economic theory has little to say 
about the relationship between trade and the continuing structural inequalities in the inter-
national division of labor. What is ultimately at stake for Unger (and I think for Sheppard) 
in such exclusions within trade theory is the naturalization of the perniciously uneven 
world division of labor:

The political construction of the relative status and reward of labor relative to capital confi rms 
what we already know …: that to a much larger extent than the main line of thinking about 
comparative advantage would allow, the specialized place of a national economy within the world 
economy can be chosen rather than discovered. It is not a fate; it is a project, forged in the face 
of constraint and on the anvil of contests of interest and of vision. (Unger 2007: 74) 

Unger’s claim here is a liberal variation on the Marxist argument that the international divi-
sion of labor is a structural effect of core -periphery relations, rooted in the uneven and 
combined dynamics of global capitalism. Given this structure, Marxists contend, specialized 
production (of capital goods, for example) based on static comparative advantage facilitates 
a fl ow of surplus value from South to North (Amin 1976). 

Such limitations to conventional trade theory bring us back to the question of its persistent 
hegemony. Here we can obtain a key theoretical insight from a passage in Antonio Gramsci ’s
prison notebooks:

The ideas of the Free Trade movement are based on a theoretical error whose practical origin is 
not hard to identify; they are based on a distinction between political society and civil society 
which is made into and presented as an organic one, whereas in fact it is merely methodological. 
Thus it is asserted that economic activity belongs to civil society, and that the State must not 
intervene to regulate it. But since in actual reality civil society and State are one and the same, it 
must be made clear that laissez-faire too is a form of State  ‘regulation’, introduced and maintained 
by legislative and coercive means. It is a deliberate policy, conscious of its own ends, and not the 
spontaneous, automatic expression of economic facts. Consequently,  laissez-faire liberalism is a 
political programme, designed to change . . . a State ’s leading personnel, and to change the eco-
nomic programme of the State itself – in other words the distribution of the national income. 

(Q13 § 18, 1971: 158 –67)

Thus the power of free trade doctrine results precisely from its theoretical foundations, 
which are not capricious but politically motivated. The theory is built upon the key dis-
tinction between political society (i.e. the state) and civil society (the market), a distinction 



336 JOEL WAINWRIGHT

that is treated as absolute. Yet, Gramsci insists, this distinction is  “merely methodological, ”
that is, an analytical presupposition (a point implied by Marx with his reference to the 
free trader vulgaris). Free trade doctrine is, in this sense, an element of political -economic
regulation, secured through “legislative and coercive means . . . and not the spontaneous, 
automatic expression of economic facts ”; no mere theory but “a political programme ” of 
considerable signifi cance for the regulation of the global economy. Sheppard traces the 
emergence of this program to a nineteenth -century social movement for free trade organ-
ized by Manchester industrial capitalists: “As it spread from Manchester boosterism to a 
Geneva-based globalism, the free trade doctrine shifted from a class and region -based
interest to a universal principle to be implemented by lawyers and bureaucrats ” (2005: 
167). His remark leads us to the contemporary base of free trade doctrine: Geneva, home 
of the WTO. 

The WTO 

The fi rst thing that should be said about the WTO is that it would never have existed if 
Keynes had his way. In Keynes ’ original conception – which framed elite views at the Bretton 
Woods conference of July, 1944  – the institutional architecture for the regulation of global 
capital should be tripartite. He imagined an international bank to facilitate long -term capital 
fl ows (thus evening out investment and increasing global capacity to consume), an interna-
tional fund to manage short -term capital fl ows (and thus avoid balance of payment crises), 
and an international trade organization to reduce tariffs and other barriers to trade. The fi rst 
two came into existence shortly after Bretton Woods, of course, and the World Bank and 
IMF remain powerful global institutions. But the third, the International Trade Organization 
(or ITO) was stillborn. The ITO was intended to address the highly imbalanced capacity to 
produce and export industrial goods (the United States alone was exporting nearly half of 
the world ’s industrial goods in 1946) by selectively and unevenly reducing industrial tariffs, 
which would have provided room for infant industry protection in the global South. After 
its charter was drawn up in Havana (ITO, 1948) it was defeated by the refusal of the US 
Senate to ratify the agreement. In stout Keynesian terms, the ITO ’s fi rst two purposes (as 
stated under Article I) were:

1. To assure a large and steadily growing volume of real income and effective demand, to 
increase the production, consumption and exchange of goods, and thus to contribute to 
a balanced and expanding world economy. 

2. To foster and assist industrial and general economic development, particularly of 
those countries which are still in the early stages of industrial development . . . (ITO
1948).

Regarded not unreasonably as a threat to US economic hegemony, the US state thus killed 
the ITO and moved to create the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) instead. 
Unlike the ITO, which would have been an institution of global reach and considerable 
institutional powers (as with the World Bank), the GATT was little more than a gentleman ’s
agreement between the core capitalist societies to reduce their tariffs in stepwise fashion, from 
one “round” of negotiations to the next (Jawara and Kwa  2003; Das 2003). In this limited 
respect, the GATT succeeded: the average trade -weighted industrial tariff rate among GATT 
members fell from ∼40% in 1950 to only ∼5% in 1990. 
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The WTO emerged through the eighth round of GATT negotiations, in Uruguay, which 
concluded in 1994. The timing of its birth provides a clue to its character. The core capi-
talist powers ambitiously morphed the GATT into the WTO after the fall of the USSR, 
during a period when neoliberalism and structural adjustment served the de facto develop-
ment strategies for most of the global South. The WTO was dramatically unlike the GATT 
(to say nothing of the ITO). It expanded to include new member states, particularly from 
the global South; new issues were brought into its purview, including agriculture, services, 
and intellectual property; and enforcement mechanisms came on line. A global institution 
thus emerged with considerable powers – though the core industrial economies still rule it 
(Jawara and Kwa 2003; Das 2003) – to drive a singular agenda. In Ralph Nader ’s memo-
rable phrase, the WTO enforces “free trade über alles” (1999). This is the fundamental 
criticism of the WTO within the alter -globalization movement. The WTO represents, in 
Sheppard’s words, “the willingness of territories to cede sovereignty over trade, and the 
acceptance of the doctrine as knowledge. . . . [T]he WTO epitomizes the position that 
national politics compromises the ideal of free trade, whose management should be left to 
professionals” (2005: 166 –7). (Remember Gramsci ’s distinction between political and civil 
society.) 

Yet the WTO has not been as successful in advancing its agenda as some in the alter -
globalization movement have feared – and herein lies one of the great successes of the 
movement. Two events have proven decisive for the geography of the alter -globalization
movement: the protests in Seattle (1999) and the rise and fall of the Doha agreement 
(2001–2011).

Much has been written on the 1999 protests against the WTO ministerial in Seattle (Glass-
man 2002; Jawara and Kwa 2003; Mertes 2004; Wainwright  2007; Wainwright and Kim 
2008). Within the alter -globalization literature, these protests are typically interpreted as a 
success – either an auspicious start or a high point for the movement – because the successful 
unifi cation of diverse social groups brought on the failure of the WTO to advance the so -
called “Millennial round ” agreement. Unfortunately this narrative too frequently ignores the 
decisive role played by states inside the meetings who stood up to US pressure and refused 
to sign onto a new agreement (Das 2003). Equally there is a tendency to forget that the WTO 
rebounded and the “Millennial round ” was rebranded as a development accord and passed 
in 2001 at the fourth Ministerial in Doha. Notwithstanding pressure from developing coun-
tries for major changes in the decision -making process after Seattle, the Doha agreement only 
came about after the usual undemocratic measures. US Trade Representative Bob Zoellick 
craftily exploited post -9/11 feelings of compassion toward the United States and linked 
rhetoric about the defense of “freedom” to “free trade ” (Jawara and Kwa 2003). To sharpen 
the contrast, he suggested a tie between alter -globalization activism and Islamist terrorism, 
stating just two weeks after the attacks that “it is inevitable that people will wonder if there 
are intellectual connections (between Al Qaeda and) others who have turned to violence to 
attack international fi nance, globalization, and the United States ” (cited in Engler  2008:
129).6 As Walden Bello explained shortly after the passage of the Doha Development Round 
(or DDR), “Thanks to Al Qaeda, [elites] managed to override both grass -roots protests and 
the qualms of developing counties and ram through the WTO ’s declaration at Doha –
when . . . there had been a 50 -50 chance that we could have stopped it. There is no denying 
this was a defeat ” (Bello, in Mertes  2004: 67). 

The initial agreement in Doha did not lead directly to an expansion of WTO powers. 
On the contrary, by 2008 the DDR talks had completely stalled, and as of October 2011 
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the agreement seems unlikely to be ratifi ed. What explains the failure of the DDR and the 
concomitant decline of WTO prestige? Two factors are paramount, both important to 
understanding the geographies of alter -globalization. First, the 2000s saw a resurgence of 
left-leaning states, particularly across Latin America, as well as a sharp decline in US 
hegemony, as the Bush regime massively overreached its power (Arrighi  2007). Relative to 
the Clinton regime, Bush ’s neoconservative international agenda placed much less emphasis 
on global neoliberal agreements, and trade agreements suffered (witness the defeat of the 
Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA): Wainwright and Ortiz  2006). Second, the global 
economic crisis since 2007 promptly closed the window for trade liberalization because 
states are under new pressure to protect core sectors – and reassess the costs of three 
decades of neoliberal rule. 

Alternatives 

If the alter -global resistance is winning the Doha battle, what can we say about the distinct 
social classes that have given rise to it? This question is clearly important if we wish to 
sketch some conditions of possibility of a democratic alter -global movement. One impor-
tant lesson from the literature is that the relative diversity of groups has differed consider-
ably between “alter -global” events and demonstrations, in ways that refl ect the underlying 
geography of political opportunities to engage in transnational protest (Glassman 2002;
Mertes 2004; Evans 2005; Wainwright and Ortiz  2006; Wainwright  2007; Fernandez 
2008; Wainwright and Kim  2008; Routledge 2009; Pleyers 2010). The distance decay 
effect holds for political demonstrations, and poor people have less free time and resources 
to attend them. 

The World Social Forum (WSF), perhaps the most creative geographical expression 
of the alter -globalization movement, was launched partly to address this problem. Planning 
for the fi rst WSF meeting  – January  2001, in Porto Alegre, Brazil – built on the momentum 
of the 1999 Seattle protests, but its roots have grown in the soil of older Latin American 
social movements. Brazil ’s Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) played a key role in instigating 
the meetings, and some have attributed the inspiration for the WSF to the Zapatista move-
ment’s fi rst intercontinental  encuentro in Chiapas (1996). 7 Yet the WSF ’s geographical vision 
is thoroughly global. Consider its statement of principles:

The [WSF] is an open meeting place for refl ective thinking, democratic debate of ideas, formula-
tion of proposals, free exchange of experiences and interlinking for effective action, by groups 
and movements of civil society that are opposed to neoliberalism and to domination of the world 
by capital and any form of imperialism, and are committed to building a planetary society directed 
towards fruitful relationships among Humankind and between it and the Earth. . . . [The WSF] 
is a world process . . . a process that encourages its participant organizations and movements to 
situate their actions, from the local level to the national level and seeking active participation in 
international contexts, as issues of planetary citizenship, and to introduce onto the global agenda 
the change -inducing practices that they are experimenting in building a new world in solidarity 
(2001).

The attempt to square this “world process ” and its vision of  “planetary society ” with the 
more commonplace task of creating “an open meeting place ” has produced some noteworthy 
experiments in political geography. The main annual meetings of the WSF have occasionally 
moved – to Mumbai (2004), Caracas, Bamako, and Karachi (2006), and Nairobi (2007), for 
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instance. More ambitiously, the WSF is spreading around the world through an ongoing, 
perpetual series of overlapping regional and thematic events, combined with numerous 
national social forums. In 2010, the 10th anniversary of the WSF founding, some 40 Social 
Forum events took place around the world. 8

As the WSF has grown, some within the alter -globalization movement have felt compelled 
to clarify its aims. The Porto Alegre manifesto (Group of Nineteen 2005; cf. Bond 2005),
signed by 19 of the movement ’s more prominent intellectual leaders, suggests some of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the sort of consensus possible within the Forum. Offered to 
“give sense and direction to the construction of another, different world, ” the manifesto 
appeals for 12 measures, including a few relatively mainstream “progressive” notions (debt 
cancellation, a Tobin tax, reform of tax havens), alongside much more ambitious goals (full 
employment, food sovereignty, and  “the dismantling of all foreign military bases ”). The 
manifesto is thus a salutary attempt to structure a massive, collective debate about alterna-
tives into relatively easy points of agreement for the left. Yet whereas some of the proposed 
measures are basically reformist, and others are practically revolutionary, the manifesto lacks 
an analytical explanation for its positions. Nor does it contain any references to the actually 
existing social movements built to achieve the goals it proposes. In a widely distributed cri-
tique of the manifesto, Patrick Bond (2005) writes:  “I would be thrilled if the WSF and its 
affi liates developed programmatic points of convergence. My own feeling is that the pro-
grammes will emerge from struggle, as they always have, and that probably the ideological 
diversity of the WSF will not permit suffi cient clarity ” on many issues, such as the question 
of whether real reform of the Bretton Woods institutions is possible. Bond goes on to point 
out that progress in addressing these matters will likely “be found in transnational sectoral 
forums . . . some of which are already generating the global -scale analysis, demands, strate-
gies, tactics and alliances. ”

In light of the persistence, substance, and intensity of debates around these questions, 
Michael Watts ’ contention that  “the early radicalism of the fi rst [World Social] forum has 
been lost ” ( 2009: 812) is I think a hasty overgeneralization. It is still too soon to know 
what the WSF has to offer the world in terms of political and geographical alternatives. Its 
radically democratic cosmopolitanism represents an undeniably signifi cant node in alter -
global networks. This is not to deny that as the WSF has evolved, it has come to express 
certain underlying contradictions within the left that were not as apparent when the Forum 
was smaller and less signifi cant. Two in particular stand out, the fi rst concerning the strug-
gle for state power. As Michael Hardt argues through his reading of the 2002 World Social 
Forum:

There are indeed two primary positions in the response to today ’s dominant forces of globaliza-
tion: either one can work to reinforce the sovereignty of nation -states as a defensive barrier against 
the control of foreign and global capital, or one can strive towards a non -national alternative 
to the present form of globalization that is equally global. . . . The fi rst might rightly be called 
an anti -globalization position … . The second, in contrast, opposes any national solutions and 
seeks instead a democratic globalization. ( 2004: 232 –3)

The fi rst position Hardt mentions is the majority view in the alter -globalization literature (cf. 
Evans 2005; Klein 2007; Peet 2007; Harvey 2010b). The logic is that, for all the good that 
transnational social movements may do, given the nature of the world system only nation -
states have the capacity to regulate global capital. This argument may take both moderate 
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(social-democratic) or radical (Leninist) forms, but in either case it privileges the nation -state
as a lever for change against capital. The critique of this position – which may be called 
anarchism or libertarian socialism – contends that the sovereignty of nation -states is so deeply 
interwoven with capital that it could never serve as a means for building another world 
(Karatani 2003).

The second issue concerns the challenge of adequating social struggles within and between 
different parts of the world. The promise of densely -networked transnational social move-
ments and the multifocal WSF is to build geographical alternatives to place -based campaigns 
that typically cannot extend themselves (except perhaps via NGO -coordinated conference -
and-summit-hopping) without investments by privileged social groups. As South African 
activist Trevor Ngwane explains,  “It’s been good to demonstrate against world summit meet-
ings in Seattle, Genoa, even Doha, but there are problems with following the global elite 
around – it ’s not something poor people can afford to do. . . . [W]e have to build where we 
are” (quoted in Mertes 2004: 134). Ngwane ’s argument will be familiar to many in the alter -
globalization movement, which raises the question of whether there are certain spaces that 
are relatively more or less amenable to transformation, to which the answer is nearly always 
yes. But there is a paradox here: certain spaces may be relatively plastic, or open to radical 
change, for reasons that are not to be found in those spaces but because of things that happen 
elsewhere. This explains an underlying aim of the WSF: that it might open radical possibili-
ties, even where it isn ’t happening. Such is the geographical puzzle it aims to solve. 

Returning to Horrabin ’s description of the “job” of economic geography we must someday 
face up to – “organizing world resources for the use of the peoples of the world ” – we can 
see pieces from the same puzzle. Logically, Horrabin ’s “job” requires nothing less than reor-
ganizing the entire world. Today the workshops for this task are spread apart and generally 
understaffed. So we need to open a few more. 

Notes

1 I think trade policy has been overemphasized in the alter -globalization movement. Trade is but one 
arena of economic policy, and a state ’s trade policies are only one factor in shaping trade. Neverthe-
less trade policy has been shown to play a key role in the formation of comparative advantages and 
is especially important for peripheral economies that are dependent upon the export of a small 
number of commodities. (The emergence of Occupy Wall Street seems to signal a shift from trade 
policy to a renewed emphasis on fi nance.) 

2 This metaphor – of  “pulling up ” or  “kicking away the ladder ” – originates with the early nineteenth -
century political economist G.F. List. It is frequently repeated by Chang  (2008) and his mentor Stiglitz 
(2007).

3 Arguably the fi rst state to adopt wholesale neoliberal economic policies was Chile  – under the tutelage 
of the Chicago boys and the iron heel of Pinochet – through an experience described by Naomi Klein 
as the prototype of subsequent neoliberal “shock treatments ” (2007; see also Peck  2008).

4 Chang notes that although the United States has demanded open markets from the rest of the world 
for the past half -century, during its own period of industrialization it was among  “the most protec-
tionist counties in the world ” (2008: 17). On US pressure for neoliberal trade policy, compare Gowan 
(1999), Smith (2003), Das (2003), Stiglitz (2003), Sheppard (2005), Arrighi (2007), Peet (2007),
Chang (2008), and Harvey (2010b).

5 As Krugman notes in his most -cited work ( 1991, p. 486), his two -region, two -sector model of manu-
facturing concentration tells an unoriginal story, one  “long familiar to economic geographers. ” His 
accomplishment was to formalize this story in “a simple yet rigorous model. ”
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6 Zoellick is presently the president of the World Bank, a position he uses to cheerlead for the Doha 
round.

7 Subsequent WSF meetings have grown in size and attracted considerable media attention. At the 
January 2005 meeting in Porto Alegre, ∼200000 people participated in 2500 workshops organized 
by 5700 organizations (see Engler 2008; Pleyers 2009).

8 For a list of these global events, see: http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/quadro_frc.php?cd_
forum=9.
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