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Creating the European Civil society
The aim of this paper is to discuss my experiences of the first European social forum that took
place in Florence between the 6:th and 10:th November last year. My main focus will be on the
coordination of the social movements that began in the Porto Alegre meeting January 2001.

My Method
I have been following the process of the forum and the Assembly for almost a year. Mostly by
discussions and mail from the Swedish participant in this process, Helena Tagesson. In the forum
I was a participant and in the Assembly I was a part of the Swedish delegation. The method can
be described as participatory observation.

The Forum
The European social forum was a huge meeting between social movements, NGO:s, political
representatives, organizations and interested participants which not belonged to any specific
group. The aim of this meeting was to come together and discuss how another Europe is possible.
The different Europe that these persons wants is a Europe without neoliberal politics, more
toleration to immigrants and refugees, no to a war against the people of Palestine and Iraq and an
end to the cutbacks in European welfare. Roundabout 60 000 persons registered themselves to
the forum which made them able to attend over 200 seminars, debates and discussions. The
demonstration on Saturday the 9:th of November brought together between 450 000 to a million
of persons in huge manifestation mainly against the forthcoming war in Iraq. People came from
the whole EU and the rest of Europe. There where also representatives from about 50 other
countries outside Europe.

The Assembly
The process of the Florence meeting began well over a year ago. The time and place where
decided in a preparatory meeting in Porto Alegre January 2002. The committee of preparation
had a couple of meetings throughout Europe during 2002 where the program of the forum was
decided. The last preparations in Florence where made by a network in Florence which by help
from about 1000 volunteers made the forum possible. They arranged everything from places to
sleep, entertainment in the evenings, translations, computers and a Press center. They also made
a great effort to persuade the shopkeepers of Florence to stay in town and do their business,
despite the riot- warnings that came from the Berlusconi regime. That project was called
“Firenze- Citta aperta”, Florence- an open City.

This committee is where the real power of agenda setting is. This is a very lose connected group
which now has the name: The European Assembly of social movements. In this group are
representatives from different social movements like Attac, Via Campensina, The British anti-
war coalition, No to NATO in Greece, Friends of The Earth International, Women groups and
so on. This group doesn’t really have a strict organization, an office or anything like this. There
are some mailing lists and a couple of meetings in different countries but not so much more.
Some persons attend every meeting and others don’t. Some persons have a mandate from their
Country and organization and others don’t. Some organizations mobilize a lot to every meeting
and by this method they can influence the agenda of the Assembly and the forthcoming Forum.
This is really network policy without politicians in the age of the network society.



The Multitude
In the Global Justice movement that the Florence meeting is a part of many persons talk about a
movement of movements. In Florence Hardt & Negris term the Multitude was widely used to
describe this rainbow coalition (a strange rainbow without the colours blue and brown!). In
Florence much of the discussions was overshadowed by the terrible events in Palestine and the
forthcoming war in Iraq. Another thing was the widely spread rhetoric of “One solution-
Revolution” that came from the Marxist-leninist people from the far, far left. Others claimed
that the Forum was widely infiltrated by the remains from the fourth International, in other
words the followers of Leon Trotsky.

I think that all of this is true, more or less. This is a new kind of process and nobody really knows
how it’s going to be in the future. If you are positive you say that “Inventing democracy again” is
not so easy and it will take time before we see any positive outcome of this process. If you are a
negative person you will se that the Social forum process was a good idea but it is forever
overshadowed by the usual far left rhetoric. My own conclusions are of a different kind

The overlapping consensus
The documents of the Assembly is what’s make me positive (Appendix I). The rhetoric and the
words of the documents are in my view largely a compromise of a special kind. If we are going to
have a rainbow movement of movements it must be of a new kind. Nobody could really be the
leader and define what this movement is or is not. It should not be a political party that wants to
be in power. It must be in opposition to all political parties because they have somewhat all
bowed down to the blind faith of the market. If you put this in other words you need modernistic
politics with a large sensitivity of the post-modern condition. A policy that can change the
neoliberal hegemony- but without falling back to the trap of simple solutions and communist
rhetoric. A policy that recognise the difference and has democracy and human rights as its basic
principle.

The text of the Assembly is in my view to a large extent the political- philosophical idea of John
Rawls “overlapping consensus” in practice. The idea of the overlapping consensus is pretty close
to what Stellan Vinthagen calls “Political minimalism- methodological maximalism”. It is an idea
that you in a negotiation find, in this case a political agenda, that everybody can agree to in
consensus and not overrides intrinsically based principles for any of the participatory individuals
or organizations. The document of the Assembly can from some persons view looks like gender-
bender-ethno political mumbo-jumbo. But that is really the point of a document like this. In this
phase of reinventing the politics and forming a coalition of social movements the major
importance is to be open and not exclude anybody or anyone.

Conclusion
The process of agenda setting for the international Social Forums is a fragile one. It depends
mainly on two different kinds of problems. The first problem is that what is now happening is
new and have never been tried before. This means that there will be “child-diseases” and some
failures. This is a inevitable problem and will probably be solved by the “trial and error”- method.
The second problem is that this process must be open and based on the very generous principle
of the social forums, as approved in Sao Paolo April 2001 (Appendix ii). There must be an
awareness that some of the movements want to take over this process and make to something
else, more closely related to their ideology- whatever it might be. This means that the principles
must be defended and seen as the basis of this process.

With awareness of the different problems of this very interesting process I think there will be
very amazing things on the way. We may maybe see the future of politics for the new millennium
and the network society. But we are only in the beginning of this process and politics are trial and
error. There will definitely be errors made on the road ahead but there is something new on the
way. What it will end up in is something we by now don’t know anything about. But at least there
is something going on.
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Links:
The Forum:
http://www.fse-esf.org/
Documents from: The European Assembly of social movements
http://www.attac.nu/index.php?sc=503,1

Other important links:
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/home.asp
http://www.portoalegre2003.org/publique/


