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I. Looking Back on the Theory
What, precisely, is the world civil society?
The concept requires some analysis. It comprises a great diversity of definitions.
For some people, it includes mainly NGOs; for others, it has social and economic dimensions and covers organizations of cooperative and socially responsible economy; others include a vast range of organizations, from religious communities to community organizations. The concept of civil society is also used to designate what is neither government nor corporations. It would include a broad and fuzzy third sector made up of NGOs, unions, cooperatives, foundations, organization networks, etc. Reference to civil society used to be mostly on a national scale; now there is more and more talk of an international, or even a world civil society.
Gramsci, the head of the Italian Communist Party who deceased while in prison before World War II, was one of the first persons to theorize the concept. He presented civil society as distinct from political society, i.e. political parties and governments, in order to designate social movements that were independent from the tutelage of political parties and to highlight the importance of their diversity, which went well beyond the classic alliance of workers and farmers.
We shall not attempt to establish a precise definition of this concept; instead, we shall stick to the broad idea that refers to a large range of citizens’ organizations, NGOs, unions, farmers groups, corporate executives and managers, networks, and various alliances acting in a variety of economic, social, political, and cultural fields.

II. Historical Context
We also need to identify the historical context of the emergence of the world civil society. Some people go back considerably and find its roots in the farmers' and workers’ groups of the nineteenth century. For a more contemporary approach, we can refer to the Fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 as a date that marked a significant inflection in the emergence of the world civil society. Of course, every nation of people, every culture, has its own historical references and what is important for some is not for others. Choosing this date, however, makes it possible to shed a better light on some of the specific features of contemporary world civil society.
During the eighties and in the early nineties, major changes came upon the world. Capitalistic globalization became the undisputed dominant system … some even thought that we had reached “the end of history.” Citizens were facing a model that no longer had any ideological or economic competition as the Soviet society and its satellites descended into relentless dissolution. A new globalization of the financial and commercial markets, and an increasingly powerful expansion of capitalistic modernization deeply transformed the economy, society, and culture.
Nonetheless, throughout all of the eighties and in the early nineties, we actively contributed to the emergence of a new civil society on a world scale: new, because it was rid of the former ideological models and methods of social organization, in which political parties and unions were given the main roles. We began to open novel ways to develop other forms of citizens’ participation in civic life. The search for new paradigms, for new relations between men and women, for new kinds of relationships between the young and the old, the appreciation of cross-cultural dynamics, of diversity, the demand for new human rights, the search for a new relationship with the Earth and with Nature: all of these were the elements constituting a fertile field for the emergence of a new, increasingly cross-cultural world civil society.

	
	III. Periods in the emergence of the world civil society since 1989
Three main periods can be identified:

	1989 to 1995. During this period, civil society was primarily dependent on an agenda defined by the United Nations. Since the late eighties, the U.N. General Secretariat had taken the initiative of setting an international agenda in the form of annual meetings, one of the better-known of which was the Earth Summit of Rio in June 1992. Civil society was then mainly limited to simultaneous “counter-summits” mostly organized by NGOs outside of the deliberations of the heads of state. The last meetings fixed on this agenda were the World Summit for Social Development of Copenhagen in March 1995 and the Fourth World Conference on Women of Beijing in September of the same year. 


	1996 to 1998. During this period, civil society started to become increasingly autonomous. In 1994, Nelson Mandela triumphed in South Africa, marking the end of Apartheid, while new economic, social, and political crises flared up in Asia, Latin America, and Russia, and new wars and conflicts fell upon defenseless populations in the Balkans and in the Great Lakes of Africa region. Awareness began to spread not only of the fact that the political and economic leaders of the major corporations and international institutions were incapable of facing these crises, but also, and even more so, that they were primarily responsible for them. Reports from the multilateral institutions spoke for themselves: in UNDP reports, the United Nations presented a critical assessment of the evolution of the world. One UNDP Global Report asserted that in twenty years, in more than one hundred countries of the Third World and of former Eastern Europe, growth had collapsed and the standard of living had decreased more significantly and more enduringly than anything that might have occurred in the industrialized countries during the Great Depression of the thirties. It went on to state that close to 1.6 billion people were worse off than in the early eighties, frequently living on less than one dollar a day. Debt reimbursement, it explained, often absorbed between one-fourth and one-third of an already limited tax revenue and prevented public investments that were crucial.

	
	1999 to 2002. During this period, civil society made a massive appearance on the political stage and reinforced its autonomy. After the huge demonstration against the WTO in Seattle in 1999, it became customary to mark the emergence of the world civil society through the names of the large cities where similar gatherings took place: Barcelona, Genoa, Florence, etc. A city in the south of Brazil, Porto Alegre, appeared on the scene with the special feature of being the place where, from January 2001 onward, a World Social Forum was to be held every year.

This Forum and the many continental and regional forums that have taken place since January 2001, revealed new attributes of the world civil society: 
	It presents itself in opposition to the leaders of the large financial groups and the governments of the major powers. The World Social Forum in Porto Alegre takes place at the same time as the World Economic Forum in Davos in Switzerland.

It presents itself as an alternative. Beyond opposition and revolt, some civil-society organizations have introduced proposals for a new society, for another world. 
Its themes and concerns are varied: against the debt and for the regulation of financial markets; against impunity and for the respect of civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights; against AIDS and for control over the pharmaceutical companies, against discrimination and for freedom of sexual preference; against all kinds of pollution of water and air, and for the sustainable management of the environment; against the standardization of food and for an appreciation of eating habits more in keeping with organic farming; against cultural homogenization and for the diversity of artistic, and in particular musical practices (hip-hop and rap bands are tantamount to young people’s social movements). Among this great diversity of challenges, one became essential: the fight against war and the struggle for peace. The recent demonstrations that gathered about 10 million people in the big Western European capitals and in other parts of the world, including in major cities of the United States, certainly constitute the expression of a renewal of civic movements on a world scale.
Evidently, however, the dynamics generated by the World and Regional Social Forums is strong but still fragile. The diversity of the groups, networks, organizations, and movements that constitute them is increasingly important, but the presence of Asians, Africans, and Arabs, among others, is still too limited. Many social sectors are present, in particular NGOs, unions, women’s organizations, and journalists, but some are still absent or almost (company executives, religious leaders, military peacemakers, etc.).

[I would like to take this opportunity to propose that you constitute a Chinese Committee for the World Social Forum and to invite you to participate as amply as possible in the next Forum, which will be held in early 2004 in India, your neighbor country. If you wish, we can put you directly in contact with the Indian Committee and the International Council of the Forum.]
  
	  
IV. The world civil society after September 11, 2001  
After the events of September 11, 2001, the world civil society faced unprecedented challenges. Gramsci wrote: "The old [world] is dead, the new is struggling to be born,” adding that in this twilight interim, monsters will emerge. I took this quote and other ideas from a text by Gustave Massiah: Le mouvement citoyen mondial, Cedetim, Paris, October 2002. History is full of episodes in which great demonstrations were brutally repressed. Today a new war in Iraq is possible... very likely, in fact. We chose 1989 and the Fall of the Berlin Wall to mark a date of historic inflection and the emergence of a new world civil society. We must not forget that a little more than one year later, the first war on Iraq was waged.  
  
The events of September 11, 2001 revealed, among other things, a confrontation that can become murderous, not only for the belligerents directly involved, but for the whole world. It is very likely that Muslim fundamentalists will continue to launch new attacks in the United States, Europe, and Asia. The warmongering leaders of a few great powers, starting with the most important, will continue to use war as the means to solve conflicts. Beyond wars, other dangers are threatening peace and solidarity. The thrust of populism, fundamentalism, and nationalism has not only become an increasingly massive reality in the great democratic societies of Western and Eastern Europe but also in Asia and America. As for Africa, it remains deeply bogged down in continuous crises and hindered by authoritative régimes, and the large majority of its population continues to subsist in conditions of extreme poverty.  
  
The wars we are having to confront have a variety of causes: economic inequalities, social conflicts, religious sectarianism, territorial disputes, or vying for the control of essential resources such as water and land. All these causes are the expression of a crisis in values, of a major difficulty in finding the personal and collective meaning of our lives, of our societies.  
  
	  
V. New challenges  
The challenges we are facing in this beginning of the twenty-first century are enormous. In addition, they are simultaneous: without a new economy of  solidarity, true democracy will not be possible. Conversely, without a truly participatory democracy, a new economy will not be viable. Without profoundly democratic law, there will be no justice. And without justice, peace will be no more than an illusion.  
  
Among all these great challenges, one stands out as fundamental: the world civil society needs to build a new governance, needs to renew the political systems in depth. See the work, among others, of the Global Governance and Political Renewal Workshops of the Alliance for a Responsible, Plural and United World. http://www.alliance21.org  We are experiencing today great dangers in terms of democratic governance. The neoliberal principle of supposedly free trade, prevailing over all rights—with its power of deregulation and flexibilization of constitutional principles, labor laws, and social policies—has generated significant institutional disorder in most countries. Moreover, government institutions, whether executive, legislative or judiciary, increasingly bureaucratic, are incapable of dealing with the complexity of contemporary societies, and corruption has deeply penetrated the managerial levels of private corporations and the public spheres.   
  
Under these last decades of neoliberal hegemony, the gap between civil society and democratic institutions has grown dangerously in most countries. Social movements and the world civil society have developed outside of the democratic institutional system, without putting any of their energy, except on rare occasions, into renewing institutions to make them more participatory. As a result, even the existing institutional system, and with it the concept of democracy, is often being questioned.  
  
Political parties themselves are proving incapable of reflecting an increasingly universalized citizenship. Participatory democracy requires strong movements. In the same way, social movements or civil-society organizations do not solve the crucial question of the legitimacy of power in society. Democracy is only viable if it nourishes powerful movements and strong forms of representation by parties; otherwise, it can be nothing but the reflection of different corporatist demands. What can be done to reinvent political parties?  
  
The political risk that such a situation implies is obvious. There is an enormous deficit in strategic political thinking on this subject. Recent history shows that a democratic institutional system is not only more equitable, but also more efficient than an authoritative régime. But how can we reverse the present trend that is discrediting democracy, as much in its social representation as in its political practices? Reinforcing democratic institutions is not a guarantee for democracy as such. Democracy is forged through social pressure. How can we channel movements and the forces vives (vital forces, sometimes used to refer to the civil society) of society in the direction of democratic renewal? In the end, can participatory democracy constitute the radical form for building sustainable changes, or not? See the introductory texts for the different themes covered by the four "Dialogue and Controversy Round Tables" organized at the third World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in January 2003:
http://www.forumsocialmundial.org.br/main.asp?id_menu=7_10_1&cd_language=2    
or
http://www.alliance21.org/en/news/2003/02/index.html 
   
  
VI. Alliance for a Responsible, Plural and United World  
To this highly constraining context we have tried to bring our own contribution. To face these challenges and to participate in the emergence of a new world civil society, we began to build an Alliance for a Responsible, Plural and United  World.  
  
The Alliance is an international and cross-cultural dynamics. Launched in the early nineties through the organization of seven continental meetings (South Cone, Europe, North America, Black Africa, Arab Countries, Asia, and China), the outcome of which was an initial text drafted in 1993—Platform for a Responsible and United World—the Alliance is pursuing its efforts to bring into convergence the struggles, the ideas, and the proposals of Allies who in all the continents and deeply rooted in the various community-organization circles (artistic, scientific, rural, urban, unions, philosophical, youth, etc.) are endeavoring to build a socially responsible world of peace.  
  
I will highlight four of the Alliance’s features.   
  
1) It is both a passion and a method, even though these words may appear contradictory. It is a passion because it is a profound affirmation, in the whirlwind of the crises surrounding us, of our determination to overcome the feeling of helplessness. In addition, however, the Alliance proposes methods, and collective working tools to progress concretely toward solutions to the present crises. It is not a naïve undertaking, in the pejorative sense of the term. It can be more appropriate and more useful for change than strategies of the past, which did not succeed. With new methods and new visions of the future, the Alliance tries to generate a capacity for responding to the present challenges.   
  
2) A second characteristic is that the Alliance constantly tries to make the connection between unity and diversity. This is perhaps one of the most ancient dualities identified by Western philosophy. In the Orient and in African or American philosophies, this duality between diversity and unity may be understood and experienced differently. In any case, in the process of building an Alliance for a Responsible, Plural and United  World we must be careful to avoid stating a single unity of visions, because this could amount to uniformity, denial of freedom, and be the culture medium of an authoritative vision.   
Similarly, diversity, pushed to the extreme, can lead to withdrawal into sectarianism, fanaticism, or nationalism. Hence, we must make of diversity our fortune and watch for convergence among the different cultural sensitivities. For this, it is important to listen, to share thoughts and ideas, to meet, to look after the quality of our communication, and to clarify confusions, which is possible, because even though we are all different, basically we are all human beings, capable of listening to one another and of attempting, at least of attempting, to overcome the obstacles.   
  
3) The third methodological reference of the Alliance is that it tries to articulate the imaginary and the unforeseeable. We must be very careful to not to impose rigid models that exclude other world views and the various experiences of Allies and people motivated by this dynamics. Personal and collective projections, and pooling them through open debate, are essential to the Alliance.   
  
We also give a lot of importance to the unpredictability of this adventure, while at the same time, we fix specific meeting points on the path that we will travel. A poem by Antonio Machado has become a central methodological principle: Walker, there is no road, you make the road as you go. That is why instead of stating: I think therefore I am, we are rather inclined to stating: I walk with others, therefore I exist.   
  
This is also why the tools and the means for advancing are very important. This doesn’t mean the ends are not important, but they are no more important than the means, the stages and the instruments. Hence the importance of making everyone’s timetables, plans, and projects visible. Thus, we are aware that we are moving forward along with others, and we can both respect their paces, their cultures, and their personalities and identify the moments where we can meet and converge. We show the importance that we confer to the instruments and the means through the idea that the kitchen is probably more important than the living room.   
  
4) Finally, the fourth feature of the Alliance is that it attempts to take into consideration the complexity and the cross-cutting nature of contemporary societies. Perhaps because we feel influenced by the discoveries of physics and philosophy (such as Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle and Bohr’s theory of complementarity and entanglement, among others), we avoid simplistic and mechanical visions of the social processes.  
   
In fact, complexity, far from being an obstacle, constitutes a lever for getting out of crisis situations. In addition, the cross-cutting approach gives us an overall view so we can avoid closing possible exits when in changeable and complex situations. 
  
In any case, I am convinced that the Alliance is of mutual influence to all of us. Our visions are enlightened by Eastern, African, and Native Indian views. This is why we are watchful of the passages and the articulations between processes, of the bridges between the yin and the yang, of those instants when the yin becomes yang and the yang becomes yin.   
  
You, who are the heirs of the civilization of the yin and the yang, are called upon to provide a fundamental contribution to the solutions that not only the Chinese and the French, but also every citizen and the world civil society as a whole will have to bring so that the weeks, the months, and the years before us are more peaceful, more united in solidarity, and more pacific.  
 

