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What is a citizen agenda?
It is a grassroots agenda, one that arises from citi-

zens’ concerns and becomes part of the policy debate.
Under democratic governance, this percolation of
grassroots issues into policy debates is a normal part
of the political process. Citizen agendas, mediated by
politicians can thus be translated into policy. The
extent to which this happens depends on the degree
of citizen support for these agendas, the strength and
political skills of the grassroots organizations pro-
moting these agendas, and the power of affected
established interests. Although rarely approaching
the ideal—of the people, by the people, for the peo-
ple—citizen agendas advancing everyday, domestic
concerns (gun control, campaign finance reform, gay
rights, etc.) routinely shape national political debate.

What’s new is the upsurge of citizen agendas that
advance a new vision of global affairs. Foreign policy,
even in the most democratic nations, has traditional-
ly been the purview of a narrow policy elite. In the
United States, a self-selected core of congressional
representatives, high administration officials, and
analysts associated with the major think tanks and

universities has constituted this foreign policy estab-
lishment. With little public input or review, this elite
circle set the directions and crafted the implementing
legislation for U.S. foreign policy during the cold war
era. At both regional and global levels, representatives
of national governments functioned as the sole legit-
imate actors during this same period. The more 
powerful the government, the more influence its rep-
resentatives have historically wielded in international
negotiations.

However, the emergence of transnational citizen
movements and strong nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) concerned with global affairs has
altered this framework for foreign policy decision-
making. Although the traditional foreign policy
establishments are still central to foreign policy
debates on the national level, their ability to dictate
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the terms of these debates has marked-
ly diminished. Among the factors con-
tributing to this more complex foreign
policy process are an end to the ideo-
logical character and security implica-
tions of all aspects of foreign policy,
and the intersection of domestic and
international issues, particularly
regarding the global economy and
environment. Paralleling the new
influence of nontraditional foreign
policy actors on a national level is the
expanding influence of NGO net-
works in domains of global governance
historically controlled by govern-
ments.1 Writing about this “power
shift” in global governance, scholars
refer to a new global structure of “com-
plex multilateralism,” referring to non-
governmental involvement in affairs
heretofore managed by governments
alone.2

There is widespread agreement that
transnational citizen networks and
movements are altering the conduct of
international affairs.3 But this is not to
conclude that nongovernmental orga-
nizations and citizen movements are
for the first time making their presence
felt in the international arena. Citizen
groups, sometimes national and some-
times international, were instrumental
in establishing the humanitarian and
relief dimensions of global governance.
In the U.S., citizen groups were key 
elements in advancing the idea of
establishing the United Nations, and 
religious and peace groups have long
promoted agendas for nuclear nonpro-

liferation and other forms of arms 
control.

The end of the cold war, the advent
of a new era of communications tech-
nology, and the integration of corpo-
rate marketing and production have
given rise to new citizen concerns
about the conduct of international
relations, while creating new opportu-
nities for citizen action and network-
ing. This is happening on three broad
fronts: 1) security/political, 2) environ-
mental, and 3) global economy.

Success in advancing citizen agendas
can be noted on all three fronts.
Campaigns led by citizens (or with
strong citizen involvement) have been
instrumental in raising international
concern—and in some cases formulat-
ing new international norms—regard-
ing deactivating landmines, establish-
ing an international criminal court,
and banning the use of child soldiers.
Most notable has been the success of
such groups as Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch in expand-
ing international monitoring of human
rights in the past three decades.
Although long-term trends of interna-
tional environmental deterioration
have not been halted, three decades of
activism have netted great successes in
expanding environmental norms and
improving environmental monitoring
in multilateral institutions during the
1990s.

The recent insertion of citizen agen-
das into U.S. foreign policy and inter-
national decisionmaking has, however,
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International trade and investment
relations received little citizen
attention until the 1990s. In the

1980s a few prescient NGOs recog-
nized that the most powerful structur-
al feature of international affairs was
neither the bipolarism of the cold war
nor North-South politics. Rather it
was economic globalization facilitated
by new communications technology.
Religious activists concerned with debt
issues and third world development
together with environmental, farm,
and consumer safety groups began to
organize against the efforts to expand
free trade during the Uruguay Round
of GATT, the main multilateral instru-
ment for restructuring the global econ-
omy.

Although formally a trade agreement
and not an institution, GATT was
nonetheless a powerful instrument of
global governance and was the exclu-
sive domain of trade bureaucrats and

corporate consultants. In the 1980s,
GATT not only doubled its country
members but also took decided steps to
expand its rules beyond trade in man-
ufactured goods to agricultural trade,
services, intellectual property rights,
and investment. Moreover, by the end
of the Uruguay Round, GATT mem-
bers had created a new institution of
global economic governance. The
World Trade Organization (WTO) not
only boasted a secretariat and a greatly
expanded set of rules but also a dis-
pute-resolution mechanism.

Out from under the shadow of the
cold war, the attention of a critical
mass of progressive international
activists shifted to the perils of global-
ization. This focus on the global econ-
omy had great domestic resonance in
Northern countries like the United
States, whose industrial base was in
turmoil as production transferred to
new locations that offered cheaper,

nonunionized labor. The main catalyst
of the activist upsurge in North
America was the proposal launched in
1990 for the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Suddenly,
American workers felt their country’s
main competition was not the Soviet
Union or even Japan, but $1-5/day
workers on the other side of the border
and elsewhere overseas. Even as job
productivity increased and the econo-
my boomed, wages remained largely
stagnant. Thus a pervasive sense of eco-
nomic insecurity spread through
Northern societies in the 1990s.

The U.S. labor movement also recre-
ated itself, once free from the political
imperatives of the cold war. After
World War II, organized labor had
joined the U.S. government and cor-
porate elites in an alliance perceived to
be mutually beneficial. What was good
for General Motors was thought to be
good for labor (as profits expanded and

revealed itself most dramatically in
efforts to influence the management of
the global economy. It did not emerge
full-blown on the streets of Seattle dur-
ing the WTO protests in November
1999, but rather has deep roots in the
citizen movements active on the securi-
ty/political and environmental fronts.

Political/Security
In the United States, citizen groups

in the 1970s and 1980s questioned the
political uses of U.S. economic and
military aid. This criticism of U.S. 
foreign policies oftentimes led to soli-
darity networks with countries and
societies adversely impacted by U.S.
programs, U.S. corporations, and U.S.
military intervention. Largely in this
political/security context, campaigns
emerged to improve bilateral and mul-
tilateral aid, cancel third world debts,
and create more equitable North-

South terms of trade (mostly concern-

ing commodity exports). Two driving

forces of these citizen campaigns were

humanitarian/ethical activism (usually

with significant involvement by reli-

gious communities) and ideological

activism (by socialists and anti-imperi-

alists). Outside of the national arena,

this strand of political/security

activism steadily escalated its critique

of multilateralism. In the 1970s this

occurred in alliance with countries of

the nonaligned movement and sup-

porters of the new international eco-

nomic order within the United

Nations. In the 1980s, the critique was

increasingly directed at the policies of

international financial institutions

(IFIs), principally the World Bank and

International Monetary Fund (IMF).

Environment
Today’s citizen movements analyzing

globalization also have strong roots in
the environmental reform efforts of the
1970s and 1980s. Activists concerned
with global environmental deteriora-
tion did not overlook the environmen-
tal impacts of U.S. aid and other 
overseas programs, but instead largely
and appropriately focused on creating
new international environmental
norms (usually under the auspices of
the UN) and halting the destructive
environmental impacts of the IFIs—
especially the World Bank and region-
al multilateral banks. In its evolution
from promoting conservation to 
defining environmentally sustainable
development, in the 1980s the envi-
ronmental community found itself
increasingly engaged with the instru-
ments of global economic governance,
including the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade (GATT).

EMERGENCE OF GLOBAL ECONOMY ACTIVISM
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Like other social movements, the
transnational social movement
driving the backlash against

globalization has both reformist and
radical tendencies. But unlike most
other progressive social movements
(national or international), the tenden-
cies and ideological bearings of the
global economy movement are only
rarely self-articulated.5 One can only
speculate why this is the case.

One factor could be the disenchant-
ment with ideology that came with the
implosion of state socialism and the
deepening recognition (based on their
own experiences and those of leftist
movements internationally) among

progressives that dogma leads to
authoritarianism. Another reason
might be the tactical consideration that
any attempt to define clear positions
would lead to the fracturing of the
loose coalition. Global Exchange’s
Kevin Danaher, alluding to the amor-
phous character of the Seattle coali-
tion, called the citizen global economy
movement a “coalition of coalitions.”
Although concentrated in the progres-
sive community, these coalitions were
not restricted to self-described progres-
sives, but in some cases extended to
overtly nationalist groups such as the
America Firsters of the Reform Party. A
related factor that may be contributing
to the absence of an ideological defini-

tion to this movement is a recognition
that there exist deep fissures on such
related issues as improved market
access for Southern exporters, WTO
membership for China, and the need
for social clauses in trade agreements.

Another contributing factor might be
the movement’s deep roots in the advo-
cacy community, which is more
inclined toward tactical and short-term
considerations than to strategic or his-
torical analysis. Finally, the originality
of this powerful, transnational social
movement confronting an array of new
economic and political forces that are
not clearly understood could be con-
tributing to the movement’s lack of

THE DIFFUSE POLITICS OF BACKLASH

foreign sales grew, so did wages). With
federal government economic assis-
tance, the AFL-CIO spread U.S. cold
war politics to workers throughout the
“free world” with its promotion of
“free trade unionism”—often just
another name for business unionism.
Although organized labor  never
endorsed the free trade agenda of the
U.S. government and transnational
corporations, neither did it offer strong
ideological opposition. When U.S.
jobs were threatened by foreign
imports ,  two American unions
(UNITE and UAW) responded in the
1980s with “Buy America” campaigns
and Japan bashing. However, orga-
nized labor (AFL-CIO and interna-
tional trade secretariats) did play a 
critical role in alerting U.S. activists to
the changing rules and structures of
the global economy as well as building
links to foreign workers, particularly
those in export-orientated assembly
and manufacturing plants.

The initial wake-up call to the for-
eign policy establishment in the U.S.
that trade and investment relations
were for the first time being subjected
to close public and congressional
scrutiny came during the NAFTA

negotiations. A reminder came when
citizen opposition played a significant
role in halting negotiations for an
international investment agreement.
As the 1990s ended, what is now called
the Seattle Coalition delivered another
wake-up message that could not be
ignored. It was this: the rapid pace of
economic globalization and the new
rules of the global economy (NAFTA,
Ur u g u a y  R o u n d ,  M a a s t r i c h t
Agreement of the European Union
(EU), Structural Adjustment Programs
(SAPs) of the IFIs, etc.) have created a
citizen backlash that will mount in
intensity as corporate-driven globaliza-
tion deepens.

The “Turtles to Teamsters” move-
ment that manifested itself in Seattle
included a wide range of progressive
activists and signaled that the long-
guarded distance between citizen
activists and organized labor was nar-
rowing, at least in the United States.
The most prominent voice in this
informal coalition was that of the
Citizens Trade Campaign (a coalition
led by Public Citizen, and housed at
Friends of the Earth), whose anti-free
trade and anticorporate agenda repre-
sented the antithesis of the economic

liberalism and business-enhancing
agenda of the WTO.

The main targets of the backlash
movement are the triad of global eco-
nomic governance institutions: the
World Bank, IMF, and WTO.4 In fall
2001, the global economy movement
will aim its sights on the annual meet-
ings of the World Bank and IMF, and
on the WTO ministerial meeting.
Such a focus faces the risk of fostering
populist and nationalist critiques
against all forms of global governance
and all multilateral institutions.
Another related risk is that, at least in
the public mind, the antiglobalization
critique will be more associated with
concerns about multilateral manage-
ment than with those about the 
dominant private forces in the global
economy, namely the transnational
corporations, investment houses, and
bond markets. Although there is much
talk in academic and think tank circles
about the influence of the Washington
Consensus and the key role of the U.S.
government in setting the directions
for the global economy, such leading
U.S. actors as the Treasury Department
and the Federal Reserve have not been
targeted.
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direction and definition. For the most
part, it is a backlash movement,
although there are multiple efforts to
move beyond criticism toward formu-
lating an agenda for the future.

Even without a coherent agenda, the
worth of global economy activism as a
backlash movement is widely accepted.
It’s a wake-up call that has been appre-
ciated by broad sectors of the prevailing
camp of free traders who recognize that
global economic liberalization needs to
be better managed. Many global lead-

ers, from Bill Clinton to Kofi Annan to
George Soros, have—as a result of citi-
zen activism—pointed to the urgent
need to put a “human face on the glob-
al economy.” The movement has also
sparked an upsurge in interest about
global economic conditions among
masses of otherwise disaffected youth in
the United States, Europe, and
Australia. By drawing media attention,
the militancy of sectors of this citizen
movement has thrust the issues of glob-
al economic governance and corporate
power into the public policy debate.

Now that it has gained the world’s

attention, what does this activist coali-

tion want? Most of the demands regard

the state and the future of global eco-

nomic governance. However, there are

sectors of the global economy move-

ment whose efforts are directed not at

the institutions and norms of gover-

nance but more toward creating alter-

native economies, fighting the ills of

globalization on a local level, or

empowering consumers.

A LIBERAL WORLD ORDER

To better understand the context
for the converging, diverging,
intersecting citizen agendas

with respect to global economic gover-
nance, it may help to first discuss the
existing governance framework—both
ideological and structural. In the midst
of World War II, political leaders and
economists from the Allied nations,
particularly Great Britain and the
United States, began laying the foun-
dation for a new system of global 
economic governance. In these discus-
sions, there existed two chief operative
assumptions:

1. Multilateral institutions were
needed to monitor and regulate
economic relations among nations
to ensure that there was not a rep-
etition of the beggar-thy-neighbor
trade and protectionist practices
(including competitive devalua-
tion of national currencies) that
characterized the interwar period,
and which contributed to that
period’s deflationary economic
conditions.

2. Capitalism was the only viable
system, and the best way to
extend the benefits of capitalism
was through liberalized interna-
tional trade or free trade.

A year before the United Nations was
established, two new entities of global
economic governance were created,
namely the Bretton Woods institu-
tions—the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF).
Soon thereafter the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was
established.6 As in the negotiations to
establish them, each of these entities
began with what one scholar termed an
“embedded liberalism”—meaning that
they existed to promote and strengthen
a global system of economic liberal-
ism.7

Also underlying the creation in the
mid-1940s of this system of global eco-
nomic governance were several other
assumptions. It was assumed that the
U.S., as the strongest capitalist nation,
would function as the main source of
capital for postwar reconstruction and
development. Furthermore, the U.S.
dollar (linked to gold reserves) was the
currency against which all other cur-
rencies would be measured. Moreover,
there was wide agreement that nation-
al governments had an important role
to play in ensuring full employment
and in managing the stability of their
own national economies. Although
this general understanding existed,
there were also differences around the
edges. As the least vulnerable economy,

the U.S. was generally the country
pushing the hardest to liberalize the
rules of international trade. It was also
the least wedded to macroeconomic
policies that would promote full
employment and the least willing to
consider trade rules that would alter
the terms of trade (one of the reasons
why the proposed International Trade
Organization was never established,
and the less intrusive GATT was creat-
ed as an alternative).

In the early 1970s, as the United
States faced a trade and capital deficit
for the first time in the postwar period,
the system of global economic gover-
nance was shaken by President Nixon’s
decision to detach the dollar from its
gold reserve standard. This decision, an
inevitable but nonetheless shocking
one ,  g rea t l y  undermined  the
International Monetary Fund’s mis-
sion—to provide currency stability—
and signaled that new mechanisms
were needed to ensure global econom-
ic stability. In the United States, the
roots of today’s prevalent economic
insecurity began to take hold. For the
first time, wage levels started to fall
when measured against the cost of liv-
ing—a condition characterizing the
past quarter-century in America. At
the same time, the economic scene was
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being shaped by the rising power and
global character of U.S. corporations.

But global economic governance did
recover from the currency shock, and
the world’s wealthiest nations formed
the G7 to coordinate macroeconomic
policies, among other things. By the
late 1970s, the IMF redefined itself
(with nudging from the U.S. Treasury
Department) to focus almost exclusive-
ly on furthering stabilization and struc-
tural adjustment policies in third world
economies. With many developing
countries facing unpayable debt bur-
dens (largely as a result of reckless pri-
vate lending by foreign banks), the IMF
and subsequently the World Bank
gained the leverage they needed to
advance economic liberalization poli-
cies.

Meanwhile, GATT was slow-
ly moving forward and consoli-
dating its negotiating process.
In the 1980s, GATT gained
new prominence as Great
Britain, Australia, Canada, and
the United States moved at var-
ious paces to embrace more
ideologically driven polices
regarding economic liberal-
ism—neoliberalism and mone-
tarism—and gave new empha-
sis to the private sector as the
motor of development. Many
developing countries were rec-
ognizing the limitations and
pitfalls of socialist and import-substitu-
tion approaches to national economic
development, and were being coerced
by the World Bank and IMF into aban-
doning inward-looking development
strategies. Not wanting to risk being
left out of whatever benefits liberalized
trade could bring, scores of nations
joined GATT before the conclusion of
the Uruguay Round.

By the mid-1990s—the half-century
mark for GATT, the IMF, and the
World Bank—these institutions and
other manifestations of global econom-
ic governance, such as the G7, were giv-
ing themselves high marks. The cold

war had given way to a world penetrat-
ed to virtually every corner by market
economies. Although it is difficult to
prove a causal relationship, free trade
advocates make a strong case that the
“embedded liberalism” of these expres-
sions of global economic governance
was largely responsible for obviating
trade wars, associated international
conflict, and drastic downturns in the
global economy. Moreover, at least in
terms of global per capita income
growth, there appeared to be clear evi-
dence that increased trading relations
resulted in increased overall growth.
Under the watch of these institutions,
the kind of economic retributions that
had followed World War I were avoid-
ed, and vanquished nations soon

became valued trading partners and
economic powerhouses. Not only did
the devastated economies recover, but
also under this system of global eco-
nomic governance a new set of indus-
trial competitors emerged in the Asia
Pacific and Latin America (albeit with
economic development policies that
violated many of the tenets of today’s
free trade dogma).

A triumphal spirit spread through the
global economy and its institutions of
governance. This spirit was most evi-
dent in the newly created World Trade
Organization, which was ready to
extend the rules of economic liberaliza-

tion to all types of trade and to invest-
ment policies. This triumphalism was
aptly expressed in Margaret Thatcher’s
phrase: “There is no alternative,” or
TINA, as this conviction came to be
known.

By the end of the decade, however,
the triumphalism of economic liberal-
ism had diminished. This was mostly
the result of the scare triggered by the
Asian financial crisis in 1997-98, which
gave new credibility and prominence to
critics of free marketeerism, especially
when extended to capital markets. The
failed economic prescriptions of the
IMF and World Bank were revealed, as
many critics—including those firmly in
the camp of economic liberalization—
charged that IFI policies contributed to

the crisis and that IFI rescue
packages compounded it. Both
institutions were beset with
identity crises and sought fran-
tically to retool and reformu-
late their missions, to improve
their public images, and to
ensure continued government
support. Although the global
economic growth figures relat-
ed to increased trade were
impressive, they could no
longer hide another set of sta-
tistics showing widening gaps
between rich and poor in most
countries, and the marginaliza-
tion of many countries and

entire regions from the “integrated
global economy.” Corroborat-ing this
more sobering picture of global eco-
nomic liberalization was the declining
quality of life in many transitional
states, and the damning social and envi-
ronmental critiques that rose from the
ranks of the citizen movements.

Symbolizing the “business as usual”
approach to global economic gover-
nance in this new era of globalization
was the World Trade Organization.
Confident that there was indeed no
other alternative, the WTO began to
move rapidly to apply the old formulas
of economic liberalism to all aspects of
the integrating global economy. In

A triumphal spirit spread 

through the global economy and

its institutions of governance. By

the end of the decade, however,

the triumphalism of economic

liberalism had diminished.
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Those who took to the streets of
D a v o s ,  S e a t t l e ,  D C ,
Melbourne, Prague, and Genoa

represented the public face of wide-
spread citizen concerns about the dan-
gers and impacts of globalization. They
were self-described as a transnational
backlash movement. They demanded
that rulemaking about the global econ-
omy not go forward until there was
more consideration of globalization’s
social and environmental conse-
quences. Theorists within this move-
ment advocate “deglobalization” and
“halting the globalization of capital.”

In the mix of backlash there also
emerged elements of different agendas
for global economic governance.
Broadly characterized, these agendas
fall into two camps: reform and aboli-
tion. While useful for discussing the
dominant tendencies, the abolitionist
and reformist categories are not
absolute. Critics may take an abolition-
ist stand with regard to one institution
like the World Trade Organization but
may believe that the World Bank plays
an essential role, albeit in need of seri-
ous reform.

When looking at the citizen demands,
it should also be remembered that the
citizen demands for altered global eco-
nomic governance are not the only
agendas being discussed. Within the
scholarly, think tank, and policy com-
munities, as well as within the multilat-
eral institutions and forums themselves,

there are vibrant discussions of the
future of global economic governance.
These discussions are certainly influ-
enced by the concerns and demands of
citizen movements, but there is little
intersection between the main actors of
the  ant ig lobal izat ion movement
(increasingly in the past year self-
described as a “global justice” move-
ment) and these other traditional
venues for agenda setting.8

Abolitionists are the leading voices in
the backlash politics of globalization
movement. They believe that the
absence of global economic governance
would be better than the existing cor-
porate-led and corporate-serving sys-
tem. To some, like Walden Bello of
Focus on the Global South, the absence
or dramatic downsizing of global eco-
nomic institutions would be especially
beneficial to the developing world, cre-
ating new opportunities to pursue
country and regional development
plans that depend on expanding local
markets and production. Among aboli-
tionists from the South, there is an
assumption that global economic gov-
ernance, even if reformed, would still
represent the interests of the world’s
most powerful nations and corpora-
tions. Far preferable to them would be
more anarchic economic relations
among nations and a devolution of gov-
ernance functions to the regional and
national levels.9 This devolution would
create more freedom to develop, since

nations would regain their sovereignty.
Other Southern analysts whose state-
ments are more abolitionist than
r e f o r m i s t ,  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  t h e
International South Group Network,
stress the structural impediments to
equitable and sustainable development.
In large part, the structuralists within
the global economy movement are
declared or undeclared marxists/social-
ists who regard the fight against global
economic governance as another
dimension—and the most critical one
at this moment in history—in the
struggle against capital. They have not
abandoned the center-periphery frame-
work of dependency theory, and ana-
lysts like Samir Amin of World Forum
of Alternatives advocate a “delinking”
of the periphery from the center as an
essential precondition for development.

In the North, too, the abolitionists
dominate activism around global eco-
nomic governance, and they also apply
a strong admixture of anarchist, radical,
environmental, and socialist critiques of
the existing system. The intellectual
centers of analysis often foster, or at
least rationalize, the violent backlash on
the streets. In his new book, American
University professor Robin Hahnel, a
frequent contributor to Z Magazine,
writes: “We must act like Lilliputian
Luddites first, and stop corporate-spon-
sored globalization by any means neces-
sary.” To this camp, the campaign
against globalization is the defining

REFORM OR ABOLITION

Seattle, the WTO leadership got its
comeuppance. Although it was differ-
ences among groups of member
nations that prevented the establish-
ment of a new round of trade/invest-
ment organizations, the underlying cri-
sis of global economic governance was
highlighted by the Turtles to Teamsters
coalition.

Before the forces of globalization had
pushed their way into national

economies and national systems of
governance, it seemed that there had
been more room for domestic policies
promoting general welfare, fostering
full employment, creating welfare nets,
boosting local economic development,
protecting the environment, and rec-
ognizing the value of labor unions. In
the global arena, where the rules of
globalization were being formulated,
there was now less room for noneco-

nomic considerations. Instead, the
clean logic of profits and efficiency
shaped rulemaking. In reaction, a
clamorous social critique of globaliza-
tion was heard around the world. At
the onset of the new century, globaliza-
tion and its governance structures were
in crisis. But the citizen agenda was
unclear. Did the world need more or
less global governance?
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struggle of our era—a life and death
struggle that requires all means neces-
sary to oppose current forms of global
economic governance and to stop cor-
porate forces.

The reformers pose their agendas
within a system (actual or proposed) of
g lobal  governance.  Among the
reformist forces are radicals and moder-
ates. The moderates within the citizen
movements are often indistinguishable
from the political liberals in the
Democratic Party, think tanks, and uni-
versities. They believe that mechanisms
of global economic governance are
urgently needed to protect the environ-
ment and to guarantee that develop-
ment is equitable (or at least not 
polarizing). Whereas the liberal politi-
cal community believes that the effort
to humanize and naturalize globaliza-
tion can be pursued effectively in the
halls of Congress and through intellec-
tual engagement, the moderate reform-
ers within citizen movements say these
efforts, though worthy and necessary,
are not enough. Citizen action is also
necessary, ranging from consumer
activism to street protests (although
nonviolent).

There is also an ideological diver-
gence. Whereas the liberals are general-

ly firm believers in the capitalist 
economic system, the moderate reform-
ers of the citizen movements are more
ambivalent. Liberal think-tank analysts,
opinion leaders, and scholars openly
argue that reforms are needed to main-
tain a stable capitalist system, but the
citizen reformers are generally more
focused on the sectors they represent
(consumers, farmers, workers, environ-
ment, etc.) rather than on system-based
reform and maintenance.

The radicals within the reform camp
are frequently abolitionists in disguise.
Rather than presenting an abolitionist
agenda, they advocate reforms that, if
implemented, would effectively shut
down global governance with respect to
maintaining an international system of
trade and investment rules. Appeals to
national sovereignty and human securi-
ty would always be allowed to supplant
global rules. Controls on capital would
be so severe that they would effectively
socialize capital. “The fix it or nix it”
agenda is driven by a belief that the tar-
geted institutions do more harm than
good. If the problems of process and
impact are not quickly fixed, it would
be better to dissolve the institutions—
either starting over again with a new
institution or leaving nations free to
develop their own systems of trade,

investment, and financial stability out-
side a global framework of rules for
trade and investment.

Radicals within the reform camp and
declared abolitionists believe that liber-
al reformists are not addressing the
structural inequities and power dynam-
ics of global economic governance but
rather are only tinkering with structur-
al problems at the edges. As the
reformist agenda is implemented, they
fear that corporate rule and the under-
lying capitalist system would be stabi-
lized and consolidated. A middle
ground between the abolitionist and
liberal reform camp is occupied by rad-
ical reformers, who see the necessity of
some form of global economic gover-
nance and advocate for reforms that
would place the Bretton Woods institu-
tions and the WTO under the UN
flag—thereby establishing a platform
for a more democratic system of gover-
nance and one less controlled by the
transnational corporations. Strong sup-
port for a reformed system of global
economic governance is also found
among the environmentalists, who
regard reformed multilateral institu-
tions as the only effective safeguard
against further international environ-
mental deterioration.

CITIZEN GLOBAL ECONOMY MOVEMENT:
A QUILT OF MANY TEXTURES

Separating the tendencies within
the global economy movement
into abolitionist and reformist

offers only a glimpse at the complexity
and diversity of the global economy
movement. Other tendencies within
this broad movement include those
categorized below, but these categoriza-
tions are generally not self-defined and
are largely overlapping. Reformers and
abolitionists are found in most but not
all of these tendencies.

Localists
There are two distinct strains of

localism, one from the South and the
other from the North. Southern local-
ist thought is more traditional, with
strong roots in the import-substitution
school of thought. There are also
strong nationalist and Ghandian senti-
ments that fuel a populist opposition
to the flood of foreign merchandise
and the undermining of traditional
economic sectors. Globalization has
largely undermined the industrializa-

tion component of strategies that
advocated protected national develop-
ment. Currently dominant within
localist thinking in the South, are con-
cerns about the international competi-
tion rural sectors are increasingly fac-
ing—and the threats to their cultures.
The delinking school (neomarxist) that
calls for “peripheral” countries and
regions to “delink” from the center of
the global capitalist economy (in
Africa, Latin America, and Asia
Pacific—but with little resonance
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among governments) could also be cat-
egorized as localist.

Localism in the North is promoted
by “new protectionists” like Colin
Hines, proponents of cooperatives and
barter economies, municipal develop-
ment advocates, and people-centered
development advocates like David
Korten.10 Basically, the concept is that
development should originate with
and be controlled by communities,
businesses should be small, and capital
flows should be controlled by govern-
ment regulation. There are socialist
and capitalist tendencies within
Northern localism. On the left,
the emphasis is on the social
control of capital, markets, and
production; while on the right
the emphasis is on supporting
local and small businesses.
Utopianism runs through both
approaches.

In the United States, localism
appeals to anarchist youth,
back-to-the-earth proponents,
cooperativists, anticorporate
activists, and “new age” sectors.
Localism also appeals to
doomsday believers, and, given
that scenario, localism would
indeed be a rational survival option. In
the South, resource, technology,
financing, and skills constraints limit
the type of goods that can be pro-
duced, but Northern localists see the
potential for producing most of their
needs within their small communities.
In this regard, localism appeals mostly
to highly privileged communities. This
is not to say that localist and self-
reliant development strategies that
enhance the quality of life on the local
level are not worthy of support, but
merely that they should not be regard-
ed as models for the global economy.
The large degree to which global econ-
omy activists have embraced localism
illustrates the degree to which this
influential tendency is distanced from
the realities of workaday Americans
and from the complexities of interna-
tional development.

Anarchists
It is not by chance that the antiglob-

alization movement has attracted anar-
chist tendencies, since so much of its
rhetoric is abolitionist and fundamen-
tally anti-global governance. The cur-
rent institutions are typified as being
undemocratic, as constituting assaults
on national sovereignty and local con-
trol, and as governing in the interests
of elites. In Seattle, the anarchists
helped make the WTO and the Seattle
Coalition the top news story around
the world. In the wake of Seattle, glob-
al economy activists encouraged an

increased street response to business-
as-usual global governance. Following
the DC demonstrations in the spring,
the Melbourne, DC, Prague, and
Genoa protests turned increasingly vio-
lent, as small groups of anarchists and
other street-fighting activists retained
the media spotlight.

There does exist an influential intel-
lectual core to the part of the antiglob-
alization movement that, although not
explicitly anarachist, does advance an
anti-governance position. This argu-
ment holds that under the current con-
ditions of corporate and U.S. power
there can be no beneficial system of
governance. Convincingly supported,
this principled position is essentially
that no global economic governance is
better than corporate and U.S.-domi-
nated governance, and activists should
therefore increase their efforts to

undermine the credibility and legiti-
macy of the existing institutions.11 On
the whole, though, the anarchism of
the global economy movement is less
an expression of intellectual reflection
but more a reaction among youth to
the dehumanization and denaturaliza-
tion of modern life by corporations
and undemocratic global bureaucra-
cies.

Socialists
Outside of academia, marxist groups,

and communist parties, the socialist
critique of globalization and global

economic governance is seldom
aired. However, the antiglobal-
ization message of many citizen
groups and their leaders has
socialist implications. The cri-
tique is at heart a critique of
capitalism. Rather than calling
for increased regulations on
capitalist practices, socialists
tend to point to the underlying
structural character of the eco-
nomic system that exploits
poor, weak, and disadvantaged
sectors, while privileging the
advantaged sector. This struc-
turalist critique is seldom

accompanied by concrete proposals for
structural transformation. The
strength of the socialist critique is its
focus on capitalism as the engine of
globalization. If indeed globalization is
to be controlled, then a credible and
practical agenda must propose either a
new form of economic relations
(socialism, barter, feudalism, coopera-
tives, state ownership, etc.) or regula-
tions that constrain and guide capital-
ism (social democracy, a third way). An
interesting development in today’s
post-state socialist world is that the
socialist critique is often framed in
moral and ethical terms, such as justice
and retribution, rather than in the tra-
ditional class analysis. There is a strong
socialist tendency among localists who
advocate that private capital should
essentially be converted to social capi-
tal through strict regulation of compa-

There does exist discussion within

the global economy movement

about the degree to which the

reforms advocated by the social

democrats strengthen or weaken

corporate control.
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ny size, siting decisions, profit levels,
etc.

Social Democrats
The social democrats within

the global economy movement
are mostly policy advocates
who work to advance reforms
in the sectors they promote:
labor, environmental, human
rights, corporate accountabili-
ty, etc. They are not ideologues,
rather they are reformers who
may be lobbyists but who have
close connections to the grass-
roots, often internationally.
They are not foreign policy
analysts or political economists
but rather pragmatists. They strongly
believe in governance, although they
may believe that the present institu-
tions are beyond hope or reform (and
therefore propose new institutions and
mechanisms). Though part of the glob-
al economy movement, they generally
do not focus on the theoretical ques-
tions of shaping a political economy.
They are generally not proponents of
capitalism, but they see no viable alter-
natives and are therefore focused on
reforms that can be realized in the short
and medium terms.

There does exist discussion within the
global economy movement about the
degree to which the reforms advocated
by the social democrats strengthen or
weaken corporate control. If the insti-
tutions of global governance are
reformed, they become more legiti-
mate, so the argument goes; they create
an international framework that is
more conducive to stable corporate
operations around the globe. This per-
ception marks the division between the
abolitionists and reformers.

Because the social democrats within
citizen movements are generally advo-
cates rather than analysts, they are not
the most articulate voices of social
democratic global governance. These
are found in the think tank and acade-
mic world. Many of them are diehard

Keynesians; others are more free-form
political economists. Also at the core of
the social democratic response are the
AFL-CIO and other union federations.

Protectionists
Protectionism is the antithesis of free

trade, and the dominant sectors in the
citizen movements against globalization
are protectionists. They reject the argu-
ment that liberalizing international
trade rules promotes productivity, effi-
ciency, and prosperity. They believe
that when international trade threatens
vulnerable industries and workers, these
industries and workers should be pro-
tected with higher tariffs, quotas, and
retaliatory measures (countervailing
tariffs, antidumping measures, nontar-
iff barriers, etc.) Although certain
industries may promote freer trade as a
general good, they are protectionist
when their own industries are threat-
ened. Labor unions, bound to protect
the jobs of workers, are consistently and
understandably protectionist. In recent
years, however, the union movement in
the United States has made important
strides to defining a “new international-
ism” that would be built largely on an
international movement against “down-
ward harmonization” of labor standards
and the insertion of enforceable social
clauses in trade agreements.

Within the citizen movements, pro-
tectionism is approached in two slight-
ly different ways: One, it is rejected as a
label for the global economy move-
ment, because it implies opposition to

international trade. They accept the
necessity of some international trade,
but insist that trade should always serve
people and never threaten public wel-

fare. Two, protectionism is
embraced under the name of
national sovereignty and
human values. Rather than just
protecting jobs and industries,
the “new protectionists” believe
that nations should protect
consumers, communities, and
the environment against incur-
sions of foreign trade. The self-
labeled new protectionists rep-
resent a “protectionism plus”
approach to international
trade: all imports deemed to
affect “human security” elicit

protectionist responses.

Protectionism also differs from North
to South. In the developing world, pro-
tectionism has been regarded as a devel-
opment and industrialization strategy
called import-substitution. As enthusi-
asm for import-substitution has waned,
protectionism in developing countries
is mostly found in the agricultural sec-
tor. Rather than a theory of develop-
ment, this protectionism is geared to
defend large rural sectors from the
inroads of cheaper agricultural produc-
tion, particularly in basic grains.
Developing country governments and
activists are unified in their demand
that Northern countries end the protec-
tionism that has guarded vulnerable
sectors from developing country
exports: mostly textiles and agricultural
commodities (sugar, tobacco, cotton,
wool, etc.).

In the political battles against global-
ization and free trade agreements, a nar-
row protectionism frequently unites
disparate sectors. Labor may unite with
the industries it organizes (especially
true for national industries like steel,
less so for transnational industries like
autos), citizen activists who may
embrace internationalism in other
political arenas oppose increased mar-
ket access for developing countries, and
right-wing xenophobes join with leftists

In the political battles 
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concerned about trade deficits. Among
citizen groups in the U.S., there is no
acceptance that certain vulnerable
industries should pass to developing
countries. All sectors are protected
against trade threats: from high-tech
steel industries to low-tech textile
industries. In the political battle against
globalization, such a strategy of broad-
ening alliances makes good organizing
sense. However, the tactics of opposing
free trade do not translate into coherent
agendas for managing international
trade and investment. Instead they
often fall into traditional protection-
ism. (The proposal for social clauses
and social charters forwarded by orga-
nized labor and other sectors in the
global economy movement represents a
positive step away from traditional pro-
tectionism toward a more internation-
alist approach, although this
too has been criticized in the
South as a Northern protec-
tionism in disguise.)

Protectionism, as both citizen
agendas and scholarly analyses
point out, should have a place
in international trade rules.
The debate is really over how
extensive this place should be.
Most free traders will accept a
degree of protectionism, par-
ticularly for less developed
nations, if it is phased out over
time. (In practice, developed
countries continue to protect vulnera-
ble industries, although this is meeting
increased challenges.) Fair traders, as
citizen activists sometimes call them-
selves, believe that all sectors are worthy
of protection if jobs are threatened.
Oftentimes, the support for protection-
ist responses is posed as a response to
unfair trade. This was the case when,
during the years 1997-99, citizen
groups supported the Steelworkers
Union’s demands that the U.S. govern-
ment block foreign steel imports. In the
case of its campaign to halt Mexican
trucking in the United States, the
Teamsters focused not on job losses in
its own ranks but on the purported

safety dangers of allowing Mexican dri-
vers and trucks on U.S. roads.

A challenge facing citizen activists in
wealthy nations, if they are to advance
persuasive agendas, is to address the
issue of protectionism with intellectual
and political consistency. They need to
respond to the consensus opinion that
the protectionism of the interwar peri-
od exacerbated the global economic
downturn in the interwar period and
renewed international tensions that led
to the second world war.12 Are they call-
ing only for restricted protectionism
(offering time-limited protection to
vulnerable economic sectors or in
response to grossly unfair trade prac-
tices) or for a protectionism of all work-
ers and all industries at all times? There
is an emerging consensus that trade and

investment should be managed in
accord with international social norms.
In the United States, which enjoys
advantages in infrastructure, skills, and
technology, should citizens respond to
trade threats to vulnerable workers with
protectionism or with stronger calls for
national policies that provide training,
education, and economic security to
affected workers?

Another question facing Northern
trade activists concerns the wisdom and
ethics of agendas that are undifferenti-
ated between developing and developed
countries. In a world marked by grave
economic divisions between the North
and South, fair trade may entail differ-

ent measures depending on a country’s
level of development. As it is, citizen
agendas are largely undifferentiated.
Both North and South assert the right
to protect vulnerable sectors. It may be,
however, wealthy and poor nations
should be subject to different interna-
tional rules regulating the extent of per-
missible protectionism (and such relat-
ed issues as the differentiated imposi-
tion of performance requirements and
the different stipulations on the use of
local inputs) make both good econom-
ic and social sense.

Critics of Corporate Rule
This camp spans the entire citizen

movement, and its critique of unregu-
lated corporate operations is perhaps
the movement’s most persuasive and

valuable contribution. When
the existing institutions of
global economic governance
were created, the phenomenon
of transnational corporations
(TNCs) did not exist. Today,
the power of these corporations
is such that they constitute a
form of global governance
themselves. There is little doubt
that they are the prime
(although not only) beneficia-
ries of the systems of global
economic governance.

Although the condemnation
of corporate-led globalization is

universal in citizen global economy
coalitions, there are different agendas.
Among leading sectors of the move-
ment, such as those associated with the
International Forum on Globalization,
the extent of corporate rule is perceived
to be so deep that reform of the present
institutions is next to impossible.
Others believe that the institutions of
global governance, especially the UN,
are the only entities that could possibly
put the brakes on corporate rule—and
that is precisely why their radical over-
haul reform is such a pressing concern.

For many in the anticorporate move-
ment, targeting transnational corpora-
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tions is the best way to organize citizen
opposition to the capitalist system.
Others have a more moralistic
approach, arguing that corporations are
undemocratic and unjust. Many see the
fight against corporations mostly as a
convenient and constructive way to
mount citizen resistance to the destruc-
tive impacts of globalization. With
respect to “free trade,” most anticorpo-
rate activists would contend that you
cannot have free trade when at least a
third of international trade occurs in
the form of intrafirm transfers.

The agendas with respect to
corporate rule extend, as they
should, beyond the reform or
abolition of institutions and
forums of global economic
governance to the creation of
new institutions and regula-
tions focused on corporate reg-
ulation and to proposed mea-
sures to downsize and even
eliminate transnational corpo-
rations. The citizen movement
is not alone in its recognition
that new mechanisms of gover-
nance are needed to tax and otherwise
regulate corporate operations.13 The
radicals (from localists to socialists)
advance proposals to rid the planet of
TNCs, while the social democrats and
reformers debate the merits of corpo-
rate codes and regulation (both nation-
al and multilateral). The UN’s recent
initiative to establish a Global Compact
coalescing labor, NGOs, and corpora-
tions to advance labor and environment
standards and to encourage dialogue,
exposed new divisions within the citi-
zen movements. Labor and more estab-
lished environmental and human rights
groups agreed to enter this UN-hosted
dialogue while an array of antiglobaliza-
tion groups led by the Transnational
Resource and Action Center (TRAC)
condemned the UN initiative as a sell-
out to corporate rule.

Developmentalists
In the new framework of globaliza-

tion, developmentalism has been

shunted aside in the debate about the
inequities of the global economy.14

Earlier policy discussions often revolved
around the competing benefits of trade
and aid. Aid was criticized by radicals
(analysts, governments, and intellectu-
als) as serving the political and eco-
nomic interests of the donor nations,
while it was posited that true develop-
ment could only occur if the terms of
trade were more equitable. Reformers
have long advocated increased econom-
ic aid flows from the North, but the
failures of many development para-

digms (infrastructure development,
protected industrialism, agrarian
reform, integrated rural development,
cooperative production, private sector
support, etc.) have created persistent
questions about the possible contribu-
tion of foreign aid to domestic eco-
nomic development. Strong cases are
now being made for major increases in
economic aid for public health and
educational services, technology trans-
fer, and communications infrastructure
(bridging the digital divide, and in
doing so, allowing developing nations
to leapfrog over the development stages
followed by industrialized nations).

Developmentalists within the global
economy movement focus on the fol-
lowing issues: the failures of standard
structural adjustment programs (SAPs),
debt relief, social investment among
communities and sectors marginalized
by new economic forces and rules, gen-
der issues, and greater attention by the
IFIs to poverty alleviation. A common

concern among developmentalists
(groups such as Oxfam, Bread for the
World, Bank Information Center) is
that free trade has become the new
development paradigm. Some applaud
(with a healthy dose of skepticism) the
new poverty alleviation measures
adopted by the World Bank and to a
much lesser extent by the IMF, but they
express grave concerns about the new
“integrated framework” in which the
WTO, IMF, and World Bank coordi-
nate programs for developing coun-
tries.15 While the developmentalists

offer strong arguments for
increased aid to the South,
against SAPs, and for debt
relief, they do not offer a com-
pelling vision of how economic
development can be furthered
in the age of globalization. This
lack of a cohesive prescriptive
approach is shared among
reformers within the multilat-
eral development banks, leav-
ing free market and “third way”
strategies to dominate develop-
ment thinking, in both North

and South.

The dominant anticorporate focus
shared by the leading elements—North
and South—of the citizen movements
has left little room to advance new
thinking about development within the
movement. The largely undifferentiat-
ed global thrust of their critique helps
to explain this failure to present eco-
nomic analysis and prescription reflec-
tive of the differing states of develop-
ment among nations. Under the pre-
vailing description of globalization,
corporate operations polarize both
Northern and Southern societies and
create widespread economic insecurity
(downward harmonization). Working
together with a common anticorporate
agenda, Northern and Southern
activists believe they can halt the reign-
ing forces of economic globalization.
There is little differentiation among
their expressed concerns and demands.
Whereas Northern activists, who
emphasize international economic dis-
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parities, strove in the 1970s and 1980s
to advance preferential and nonrecipro-
cal measures to benefit developing
nations, this development focus has
now largely been abandoned.

The developmentalism (aside from
the common demands for the termina-
tion of SAPs and for debt relief )
advanced by leading global economy
activists could be described as protec-
tionist: each nation (and for the local-
ists, each community) should be com-
pletely free to protect and promote its
own development. As such, it is a rejec-
tion of rules-based governance and of
the premise that international trade
(under free trade, not mercantilist, con-
ditions) fosters prosperity.

One of the main challenges
of citizen movements and of
global economic governance is
to formulate new development
strategies that blend the bene-
fits of the market with appro-
priate government/multilateral
regulation and intervention.
The political economy of this
century will be defined by the
balance/imbalance of this
interaction.16

Social Clause Advocates
Advocates for the insertion of

social clauses into trade agreements and
for greater social/political conditionali-
ty in the IFIs are generally from
Northern NGOs. The common cri-
tique from the South—from both gov-
ernments and activists—is that such
clauses and conditionality will be used
by Northern governments and interest
groups in protectionist ways, such as
imposing trade sanctions on a Southern
exporting nation on social grounds.17

The U.S. proposal for a WTO working
group on labor standards—a proposal
championed by the AFL-CIO—was
viewed with great suspicion by develop-
ing countries, and it contributed to the
failure of the WTO to reach a consen-
sus on a new round of negotiations. In
response, the AFL-CIO and the

International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions (ICFTU), which also
represents Southern unions, argue per-
suasively that a social clause linking
trade rules to ILO standards would
have a substantial development impact
by helping to raise living standards and
working conditions. As a substitute for
inserting social clauses in trade and
investment agreements, some propose
new forms of global governance that
would provide for overlapping jurisdic-
tions among UN agencies (UNEP and
ILO, for example), international
treaties, and the multilateral economic
institutions.

Advocates of social reforms and social
conditionality generally belong to the

reformist camp. However, demands for
social clauses that extend to wage levels
(and not just core labor rights) are so far
out of the realm of possibility that such
advocates hold little hope for reform,
and are rather using social clause
demands as a hook for popular organiz-
ing. A credible critique of social clauses
that are not backed by enforcement
measures (e.g., corporate codes of con-
duct) is that they are merely public rela-
tions strategies to dampen opposition
to the business agendas of these institu-
tions. A counterargument is that, even
if nonenforceable, social clauses and
corporate codes create new language
and new standards for consumers, gov-
ernments, and advocates by which to

measure the conduct of institutions and
corporations.

Democracy Advocates
One of the strongest critiques of glob-

al economic governance is that it is
undemocratic, nontransparent, and
unaccountable. This is a critique made
by both abolitionists and reformers. For
the abolitionists, global economic gov-
ernance will never be democratic,
because corporations and national elites
control it. For reformers, this critique
has met with some success, particularly
within the World Bank, as institutions
have opened up more room for NGO
participation, created inspection panels,
and made more documents available.

The democracy critics can
count on support from reform
factions within the institutions,
from national policymakers,
and to some extent from free
market ideologues who con-
tend that the free flow of infor-
mation fosters good decision-
making. This support largely
explains the measurable success
the democratizers have had in
opening up previously guarded
institutions and processes.
Much more progress is certain-
ly needed, and it is reasonable
to expect that the advances will

continue at a rapid rate. As their critics
are quick to note (and as reformers
within these institutions have readily
acknowledged), multilateral economic
institutions rely to a great extent on
their credibility and perceived legitima-
cy. The more democratic, transparent,
and accountable these institutions
become, the greater their credibility
and legitimacy.

Yet citizen agendas often lack clarity
about what would constitute an accept-
able level of democracy. In many cases,
the implication of democracy critiques
is that citizens should have a place at
the table of global economic gover-
nance. There exist no clear and accept-
ed guidelines for the participation of
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Among the strengths of the glob-
al economy movement are its
inclusiveness, its lack of dogma-

tism, its appeal to youth, its South-
North links, its focus on corporate
influence and conduct, and its accurate
identification of many of the most
pressing global challenges. The pres-
ence of longtime social activists and
leaders within the antiglobalization
coalition (many of them active with the
International Forum on Globalization)
has given the movement a credibility
and a depth that has forced global lead-
ers and institutions to listen to its cri-
tiques. And its methods of organizing
and education have created important
models for other developing transna-
tional social movements.

While still largely a backlash move-
ment, global economy groups in their
literature, conferences, organizing, and
speeches have also started to offer agen-
das that offer alternative visions of the
future of global economic governance
and a collection of proposed reforms.
Although inchoate, these agendas for
change point the way toward a more
powerful engagement with institutions
of global economic governance. The
movement faces enormous challenges.
As it moves forward, some of the weak-
nesses it faces include the following:

Consensus Politics
In an attempt to gain wide approval

and support from participating groups
and individuals, the agendas and

demands of these coalitions are decided
by consensus, or simply included in a
grab-bag listing. Deep differences
between North and South groups and
between reformists and abolitionists
often disappear or are papered over.
The result is that agendas are often rid-
dled with contradictions and have no
clear intellectual foundations.

Backlash Reigns
Although the violence in Seattle was

widely condemned by citizen leaders,
much of the militant “shut it down”
rhetoric used by these same leaders fos-
ters a violent backlash. If the goal is to
close down these institutions, the ques-
tion facing protestors becomes tactical:
how to shut down the meetings and

STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES OF CITIZEN

GLOBAL ECONOMIC GOVERNANCE AGENDAS

civil society in global governance, but
there is a growing consensus that non-
governmental actors can play a key role
in governance—as consultants, agenda
setters, program implementers, and
sounding boards. This reflects a “power
shift” in the process of global gover-
nance, and the new framework creates
room not only for moderate reformers
but also for ultrademocratizers.

Demands for direct participation in
multilateral decisionmaking tend to
place citizen movements at odds with
national governments. Instead of
working in conjunction with one
another to advance common agendas,
governments and citizen groups often
view each other as usurpers. One prob-
lem is the lack of clarity in citizen
agendas about the extent of the democ-
racy and transparency they are
demanding. Another problem is the
generalized character of most of these
demands for democratization, which
for the most part are not articulated as
specific reform proposals for each insti-

tution. Although the WTO is com-
monly labeled as the most undemocra-
tic of the multilateral institutions, its
structure is theoretically much more
democratic than those of the financial
institutions, where voting power is
determined by contributions.

A key challenge of transnational
social movements is to chart out a
practical place for civil society in glob-
al governance. The best hope for more
democratic global governance may
indeed not reside with civil society or
groups but with empowered multilat-
eral governance based on more input
and more informed participation from
member nations of the multilateral
institutions. Reformist NGOs com-
monly recognize that an “open access
regime” for civil society representatives
in global economic governance is not a
viable agenda.18

In the North, labor unions and envi-
ronmentalists have made important
strides in increasing their participation

in global forums and institutions as
well as opening new spaces for consul-
tation about multilateral decisionmak-
ing with representatives of their own
governments. In the South, the Third
World Network (TWN) has created
good models for effective NGO partic-
ipation. Though it takes full advantage
of opportunities to present its own
positions in open forums, where civil
society organizations are invited, the
TWN also makes a concerted effort to
promote the voices of developing
country officials at media briefings
during international meetings.

Deep Ecologists
This is probably the most distinct

grouping. Although the deep ecology
environmental critique is occasionally
borrowed by other tendencies, most
citizen activists would not fully
endorse the deep ecology view that all
human activity should be evaluated in
terms of its impact on the planet’s ecol-
ogy.
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institutions. Since the IMF, World
Bank, and WTO are not going to vol-
untarily shut down, militancy and vio-
lence are considered valid tactics by
some, albeit a small minority,
of the activists.

Clearly, the militancy of the
demonstrations has successful-
ly focused media—and, to
some degree, public—atten-
tion on the institutions of
global economic governance.
There is also growing recogni-
tion by global leaders that the
negative impacts of globaliza-
tion need to be addressed.
Seeing this success, antiglobal-
ization groups have adopted
“shut it down” strategies at
international meetings of glob-
alization forums and institu-
tions. The hope is that succes-
sive Seattle-modeled protests
will increasingly delegitimize the insti-
tutions of global governance and draw
in greater numbers of disaffected citizen
groups, coalescing into a truly interna-
tional movement that can turn around
globalization.

One possibility is that such a backlash
movement could indeed be successful
at undermining the credibility of cur-
rent institutions. In the process of
stressing the importance of national
sovereignty and local development,
such a movement may also help build a
global consensus against all forms of
global governance—a frightening sce-
nario. Another possibility is that the
media and public will grow weary of
street demonstrations of disaffected
youth, the message of the reformers will
be lost in the cacophony of street bat-
tles, and the concerns and positive
agendas of the antiglobalziation coali-
tion will be dismissed. In an attempt to
address this issue, leading activist
groups are declaring their own commit-
ment to nonviolent tactics and their
condemnation of violent factions.

Triumphalism
Mirroring the triumphalism of

neoliberal globalists (“end of history,”
“there is no alternative,” etc.) is a new

triumphalism among antiglobalization
activists and organizations. Many glob-
al economy activists predict an ever-
expanding international backlash
against transnational corporations and
the institutions of global governance.
Contrary to the prevailing sentiment,
they do not see global economic inte-
gration as inevitable. To a large extent,
the movement sees itself as the core of
new progressive thought and as an
umbrella coalition for other progressive
movements.

For many in this movement, the
rejection of free trade defines which
organizations are progressive. Bolstered
by the growing numbers and enthusi-
asm of supporters, the movement
believes (or at least propagandizes) that
it can stop the forces of globalization,
counter the logic of free trade, and top-
ple multilateral institutions. For exam-
ple, Mark Weisbrot of the Center for
Economic and Policy Research declared
in May 2000 that “Washington’s glob-
alist agenda has been stopped dead in
its tracks.”19 This triumphalism is
accompanied by dubious evaluations of
the progress of globalization. Among
the obvious hazards of such triumphal-

ism are the further isolation of the glob-
al economy movement from nonac-
tivist sectors, an inability to move
beyond backlash politics, alienation

from other progressive sectors,
and growing public skepticism
and criticism.

In the United States, this tri-
umphalism began with the
defeat of fast-track legislation
and was boosted by the
OECD’s decision not to pro-
mote the proposed
Multinational Agreement on
Investment. It reached new
heights in the aftermath of
Seattle, with global economy
activists taking credit for the
failure of WTO member
nations to reach consensus
about a new round of liberaliza-
tion. This triumphalism was
then taken to the streets of DC,

Melbourne, Prague, and Genoa.

Ambivalent Multilateralism
One of the most striking inconsisten-

cies among progressives is the ambiva-
lent embrace of multilateralism. In the
political/security arena, multilateralism
is supported as the only viable method
for advancing international peace and
security. Multilateralism in the form of
the UN is strongly supported, and uni-
lateral foreign policy operations by the
U.S. is sometimes condemned. The cit-
izen movements that focus on global
economic issues make no such princi-
pled declaration in support of multilat-
eral governance, however. The political
leaders of other nations, like those of
the U.S., are regarded to be the servants
of corporate and elite rule. When mak-
ing the critique that the current gover-
nance institutions are incapable of
reform, many global economy activists
do not at the same time assert that
some form of multilateral economic
governance is a fundamentally impor-
tant instrument to manage human
affairs.

The presence of longtime social

activists and leaders within the

antiglobalization coalition 

has given the movement a 

credibility and a depth that has

forced global leaders and institu-

tions to listen to its critiques.
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Citizen movements that focus on
the global economy have played
a central role in alerting the

public, policymakers, and the institu-
tions of global economic governance
about the many social, political, eco-
nomic, and environmental problems
associated with globalization. Many of
these same concerns have been

addressed in the literature and forums
of the think tank and scholarly com-
munity, but it has been the militancy
and organizing power of citizen move-
ments that have forced national and
multilateral debates on these issues.

The worldwide global economy
movement has a dual focus: the power

of transnational corporations, and the
shortcomings of the current institu-
tions of global economic governance.
In many nations, mainly in the North
and particularly in North America, the
movement has also targeted new inter-
national trade agreements that advance
the process of economic integration.
The movement can cite important suc-

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Ambiguity about Capitalism,
Free Trade, and Fair Trade

The diffuse character of citizen agen-
das for global economic governance
and their failure to resonate beyond
activist sectors is due in large part to
the failure of these agendas to define
themselves within the terms of the
existing economic framework. Key
terms here are capitalism, free trade,
and fair trade—none of which are sys-
tematically examined by citizen move-
ments.

It is unclear whether the citizen agen-
das are rejecting the capitalist system
along with the current institutions of
governance, or whether they are argu-
ing for a political economy character-
ized by new structures of governance
that regulate private capital. Similarly
it is unclear whether the entire concept
of free trade is being rejected, or if cit-
izen activists just want improved and
expanded rules to limit adverse social
and environmental impacts. The
movement’s failure to define its fre-
quent use of the term “fair trade” with
respect to free trade is also problemat-
ic.

If the target of the antiglobalization
movement is capitalism, then the chal-
lenge of agenda setting is to outline a
new economic system, to name that
system, and to organize the forces nec-
essary to overturn the present system—
that is, global revolution. However, if
capitalism is accepted as the only

known viable form of economic orga-
nization, then the challenge is to
understand this system and to deter-
mine ways that it can be better man-
aged for the global social good—that
is, a social democratic political econo-
my (a mix of governance and econom-
ic forces).20 This is not to say that sim-
ply positing a new political economy is
sufficient; citizen mobilization is essen-
tial to create the political will necessary
to implement the new forms of eco-
nomic governance.

Global economy activists are clearly
right in their criticism of free trade as
an ideology, and are again right in
pointing out that markets are generally
managed by rules (and that these rules
privilege corporations). But it is
unclear whether they completely reject
the proposition that liberalized inter-
national trade promotes greater pros-
perity (through increased productivity,
lower prices, and greater efficiency)
than would an international economic
regime where protectionism and mer-
cantilism prevail.

The ambiguous use of “fair trade”
seems to indicate that the fair traders
are against a rules-based system of
trade. In the free trade framework, the
term “fair trade” is used to indicate that
countries respect the established rules
on tariff levels, subsidies, dumping,
etc. In the most open-ended use of this
term by global economy activists, fair
trade signifies trade in which there are

no sectoral winners and losers. If trade
adversely impacts communities and
workers, it is unfair. The only rule
under such a fair trade system would
be that countries have the right to pro-
tect all sectors from competitive
imports. Fair trade is also a term used
by some reformers to refer to trade that
includes preferential rights for less
developed countries and responsible
social/environmental standards. Under
this more limited use of the term, fair
trade is a variation and upgrade of the
free trade system.

Moving Toward Alternatives
The leaders and members of the

global economy movement are well
aware of the need to move beyond the
politics of backlash toward the formu-
lation of coherent alternatives for glob-
al economic governance. Meanwhile,
however, economic globalization con-
tinues to advance, and the movement
is continually compelled to organize
against the proposals for new free
trade/investment accords and for the
incorporation of new sectors into the
current system of economic gover-
nance. The movement’s economic
resources are limited, and its leadership
resources are overtaxed. Addressing its
shortcoming and new challenges is
complicated by the movement’s many
dimensions and concerns. The dual
challenge—to protest and propose—is
a daunting one.
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cesses in all areas, such as the promul-
gation of new corporate codes of con-
duct; the successful consumer pressure
to change corporate practices; the
reforms in the World Bank (and to a
lesser extent in the IMF) to support
poverty alleviation and to become more
transparent, accountable, and
environmentally sensitive; large
advances in the debt reduction
agenda; the new commitments
by global political leaders to
“put a human face on the glob-
al economy”; the blocking of
fast-track trade legislation in
the U.S.; the OECD’s decision
not to propose a Multilateral
Agreement on Investment for
multilateral approval; and the
movement’s role in the 1999
decision by WTO member
nations not to launch a new negotiating
round.

These successes have generated a tri-
umphalist spirit within the movement
and have led to a wave of militant street
protests aimed a shutting down meet-
ings of the international financial insti-
tutions and of elite global forums.
Those seeking to abolish the institu-
tions of economic governance have
failed to seriously debilitate them,
largely because these institutions retain
the support of their member nations
(although there are some signs that this
is weakening as WTO tentatively
moves toward another round of negoti-
ations, and as the identity-crises of the
World Bank and IMF deepen).
Currently, the main thrust of the glob-
al economy movement is to halt rather
than to guide the process of globaliza-
tion. Pointing to global environmental
deterioration and economic polariza-
tion, the movement justifies its
antiglobalization agenda. It is here, in
its attempt to turn the tide against the
forces of globalization, that the move-
ment can demonstrate the least success.
As the integration of markets, produc-
tion, and finance continue to proceed
at a rapid pace driven by new commu-
nications technology and new bilateral

and regional agreements, there is a
political consensus among leading
national actors around the globe that
accepts the basic premise of trade liber-
alization (although differing about the
most beneficial pace and scope of this

liberalization), especially given the lack
of a tested alternative.

The reform agenda of the global
economy movement focuses almost
exclusively on the WTO, IMF, and
World Bank. The reforms that have
been successfully adopted by those
institutions and the new attention by
their leadership to the reformist con-
cerns raised by the global economy
movement underscore the value of the
“complex multilateralism” that now
characterizes global governance in the
political/security, environmental, and
global economy arenas. With greater
financial support, stronger internation-
al linkages, and a more balanced
(national/multilateral) and integrated
agenda, the reformists would be able to
extend their string of successes and
increase their standing as a fundamen-
tal component of an evolving system of
global economic governance.

The abolitionist and structuralist sec-
tors of the global economy movement
have set forth a more challenging agen-
da. Although largely supportive of the
reformers, they increasingly express
concerns that reforms are helping to
consolidate the existing system of glob-
al economic governance, thereby fur-
ther complicating the abolitionist/

structuralist objective of forging a new
world order. This essentially revolution-
ary agenda—creating a new economic
logic different from capitalism and tear-
ing down the current economic system’s
superstructure of global governance—
subjects the abolitionists and structural-

ists to higher evaluative stan-
dards. Short of formulating a
convincing new agenda and
effecting structural change, the
strong presence of radicals and
militants in the global economy
movement—like those of any
citizen movement—does help
strengthen the hand of the
reformers, who advance a more
pragmatic, manageable agenda.

The new global order rhetoric
raises hard questions that must

be answered. How would the collapse
of economic multilateralism affect
international security, and how would
the rules of this new order be estab-
lished? Given the failures of socialist
projects, wouldn’t new nonmarket eco-
nomic systems experience the same fail-
ings, inefficiencies, and devolution to
state control? Given that abolitionists
are not proposing simply experimental
or local development projects, how
would such a new order be established
without widespread violence? What do
they offer as a viable alternative to actu-
al systems of multilateralism and
macroeconomic policy coordination by
the wealthiest nations?

The escalating calls for a radical
restructuring of the global economy
and the abolition of all forms of current
global economic governance may
indeed be the only solution to the
world’s many economic and environ-
mental problems. But to be construc-
tive, credible, and worthy of broader
support, such an agenda must be more
than simply statements of position. It
must be the product of serious systemic
analysis of the current economic struc-
tures, it must provide convincing coun-
terarguments to the prevailing positions
supporting a liberal (political and eco-
nomic) world order, and it must offer

The ambiguous use of 
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rules-based system of trade.
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more details on how a postliberal glob-
al economy would be achieved and how
it would be ordered. Clearly these are
daunting tasks for a movement of
NGOs and citizens, but as their aboli-
tionist and revolutionary rhetoric
intensifies, so do their intellectual
obligations. Otherwise, the antiglobal-
ization agendas will at best only
increase citizen backlash and at
worst lead to the further mar-
ginalization of progressive
thought.

More Effective Citizen
Agendas on Global
Economic Governance

Given the critical importance
of furthering complex multilat-
eralism in global economy
issues (and the critical role of
foundation funding for NGOs
that challenge the current man-
ifestations of globalization and
its governance), careful consid-
eration is needed regarding
ways to deepen the strengths of
this international movement/network
and to address its weaknesses in five
strategic areas.

1. National and International
Balance

Antiglobalization movements have
focused a public policy spotlight on the
unsatisfactory performance of the insti-
tutions and norms of global governance
in addressing the new social, political,
environmental, cultural, and economic
impacts of globalizing trade, produc-
tion, and finance. Clearly the forces of
globalization have placed new con-
straints on national governance. As a
result, citizen and labor movements
that would have earlier focused their
agendas on national policies now 
concentrate on international trade
agreements, WTO rules, structural
adjustment programs, and other global
targets.

In both the South and the North, the
new attention centered on global

instruments of governance has yielded
high dividends. Southern activists (with
little access to their own governments)
have found that by networking with
Northern activists, particularly those in
the United States, they have been able
to create international pressure and
attention (most notably within the
World Bank) regarding their concerns.

Activists in the North have found great
success in rallying constituents—from
students to workers—around globaliza-
tion issues, focusing their attention on
trade agreements and the workings of
the WTO and the IFIs.

Yet globalization has become a conve-
nient scapegoat for the failure to build
constituencies for the reform of nation-
al economic policy. Clearly there is a
need for improved global economic
governance that does not undermine
national development strategies that are
sustainable, are equitable, and con-
tribute to commonly beneficial forms
of economic integration. At the same
time, however, domestic legislation is
needed to put full employment, income
distribution objectives, workers’ rights,
public infrastructure investment, and
educational and health services at the
top of the policy agenda.21

For the United States, the prescrip-
tion—thinking globally and acting
locally—has special relevance, given

America’s modeling impact on the glob-
al economy. A renewed and expanded
commitment to the social democratic
management of the economy at home
is the essential first step for any cam-
paign that hopes to build international
consensus for the same set of reforms at
a global level.22

U.S. activists have a special responsi-
bility to advance national poli-
cies that help shape global eco-
nomic governance, limit corpo-
rate power, and ensure that
those adversely affected by
globalizing markets and pro-
duction are attended to. This
responsibility accompanies
America’s privileged place in
the global economy, its influ-
ence over the institutions and
forums of global economic
governance, and its position as
the source of the dominant
economic agendas (the so-
called Washington Consensus
being a prominent example).

But the same need for more
balanced economic agendas is also evi-
dent outside the United States. A long-
standing problem impeding the estab-
lishment of good systems of global gov-
ernance has been the failure of other
G7 countries—particularly Japan,
Germany, and France—to exercise
global leadership. Given the stronger
social democratic foundations in the
EU and in Japan’s state-led corporatist
development model, the governments
of these nations—if backed by strong
and forward-looking citizen move-
ments—could take the lead in advanc-
ing economic governance agendas that
have better national/international bal-
ance.

In such an economically polarized
world, aid and altruism must be part of
the solution to the global development
gap. But such a response can only play
a small part in creating a more equitable
global economy and a more equitable
system of global economic governance.
Power and vision from the developing
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world must also come into play. Global
economy activists from the South can-
not alone exercise such power, and their
agendas will stall if not supported by
the political parties, intellectuals, and
governments of their countries.
Currently, the divides separating
Southern global economy activists from
the centers of political power in their
nations are generally much wider than
those in the North. These divides must
be bridged if the developing/marginal-
ized nations are to have a chance of
countering the power of the G7 nations
and of successfully advancing their own
visions and agendas for global econom-
ic governance. Central to these
Southern agendas will be proposed
rules for global economic governance
that expand the preferential treatment
granted poorer nations in trade and
investment rules. With such
preferences in place and with
the help of increased flows of
economic aid, the responsibili-
ty will rest with national gover-
nance systems (enriched by the
participation of civil society
organizations) to plan for sus-
tainable economic develop-
ment. But increased market
access, as economist Dani
Rodrik has convincingly
argued is no substitute for
national economic development plans
that broaden local markets, address
social and economic infrastructure defi-
ciencies, and stimulate national pro-
duction and processing.23

2. Intellectual Exchange and
Engagement

The global economy movement has
necessarily been a reactionary, backlash
coalition. To a large degree, this is rec-
ognized by the movement’s leaders
themselves—thus the recent attempts
to articulate more forward-looking
agendas that create hope, rather than
just mobilizing reaction.

The continuing value of this move-
ment as a backlash phenomenon is evi-
dent. Without these networks of

antiglobalization activists, there would
be less public and policy attention to
the need for more effective national and
international governance of globaliza-
tion forces. Without the backlash, the
academic and think-tank critiques of
globalization and the current system of
global economic governance would not
be given the hearings they have been
receiving in the past couple of years.
Without the backlash, corporations
would not be formulating corporate
codes of conduct, the OECD would
not have placed such a high priority on
completing its own standards for cor-
porate conduct, and the UN would not
have established its own Global
Compact to improve corporate social,
labor, and environmental operations.
Backlash movements serve to advance
liberal reform agendas.

If a system of global economic gover-
nance that ends corporate-led globaliza-
tion is to emerge, then citizen move-
ments will need to be more serious
about the intellectual integrity and con-
sistency of their agenda setting. If agen-
das are considered primarily as mobiliz-
ing instruments rather than proposals
for alternative paradigms of gover-
nance, then these citizen movements
will remain mired in backlash politics.
Although backlash efforts do have ben-
efits, they also have costs, such as keep-
ing citizen movements marginalized,
feeding populist sentiments against all
forms of global governance, and under-
mining the credibility of associated
demands and concerns.

As is, citizen agendas are too often
shaped either by consensus politics
involving coalition members or by tac-
tical considerations. Such considera-
tions cannot be skirted, if these agendas
are to retain their strength as citizen
agendas—ones that arise from and give
voice to citizen concerns. But the intel-
lectual core of these agendas can be
deepened without taking them out of
the hands of citizen coalitions. For this
to happen, the agenda setters within the
movement will need to end their large-
ly self-imposed isolation from nonciti-
zen-based forums of discussion about
global economic governance. The value
of this intellectual engagement and
exchange with think tanks, intergovern-
mental forums, and academic institu-
tions should be readily apparent. While
advocates are busy mobilizing and

responding to new globaliza-
tion initiatives, analysts associ-
ated with the above sectors
could provide more in-depth
policy studies. A good example
of this type of interchange hap-
pened following the 1997
Asian financial crisis, when
globalization activists (focused
largely on trade dynamics)
incorporated the prescriptions
of financial analysts into their
own agendas. There has been

no similar merging of agendas in trade
policy, except agendas related to
social/environmental issues.

If citizen agendas regarding global
economic governance are to be more
than instruments of popular mobiliza-
tion, they will need to increase their
level of intellectual engagement and
exchange. Groups, like Center of
Concern, that invite scholars and think
tank analysts to meetings with advo-
cates have created good models for such
engagement. For the most part, howev-
er, global economy activists speak and
listen only to themselves. They have
created an international following, but
have little engagement with policymak-
ers, think tanks, scholars, columnists,
and other opinion shapers. Although
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transnational social movements and the
new potential role of civil society in
global governance are the subject of
much discussion and debate among
international affairs experts and offi-
cials, the actual agendas of the global
economy movement are given little cre-
dence. The marginalization of the citi-
zen global economy agendas may
increase, if this movement is typecast
largely as disaffected youth who
break the storefront windows
of McDonald’s and Starbucks.
In short, this transnational
movement needs to advance
agendas that are backed by seri-
ous scholarship, if it is to have
more than a backlash impact
on global economic gover-
nance.

3. Integrated Global
Affairs Agendas

All citizen movements must necessar-
ily concentrate on their own concerns
and targets. Citizens concerned with
small arms trade cannot be expected to
integrate the concerns of all other
movements into their agenda. When
there are obvious connections, these
should be acknowledged and addressed.
How do the citizen movements focused
on the global economy measure up in
this regard? They are admirably inclu-
sive, inviting into their coalitions a
myriad of groups and issues. Indeed, a
criticism by the media and the targeted
institutions is that these “coalitions of
coalitions” are amorphous and have no
intellectual core. The inclusive/amor-
phous identity of the global economy
movement would seem to indicate that
it has excelled at issue integration—per-
haps to a fault.

But as shapers of the dominant
transnational citizen movement, the
leaders of global economy activism have
thus far failed to meet the high stan-
dards they have set for themselves and
their movement. To a much greater
degree than other citizen-based move-
ments, the global economy movement
posits that its issues are the paramount

issues of our age. Its leaders position
their movement at the center of global
affairs, giving little heed to other, more
traditional frameworks for examining
and managing international relations.
International affairs issues are thus refo-
cused and often distorted through the
prism of anticorporate globalization. In
the United States, the blinders of the
global economy movement were all too

evident in the debate over approval of
permanent normal trade relations status
for China. Strong arguments about the
virtues of multilateralism, about the
security dangers of isolating China, and
about U.S. unilateralism were largely
ignored.

Unlike sectoral movements, such as
those concerning debt or landmines,
the global economy movement consid-
ers itself the defining movement of our
times. If indeed the issue of governance
of the global economy is the most
pressing international affairs issue, and
if the global economy movement main-
tains its position as the leading transna-
tional social movement, then there
needs to be much greater integration of
traditional international affairs issues,
especially security issues. An underlying
danger is that the current focus on the
negative impacts of current manifesta-
tions of global economic governance
will strengthen populist sentiments
(right and left) that oppose the concept
of global governance in the name of
localism and national sovereignty.

4. Addressing the Gaps in the
Globalization Debate

There is a strong argument that the
global economy movement already has
too expansive of an agenda without
incorporating more issues into its
purview. Nonetheless, there are some
salient omissions in the discourse of the
global economy movement, some of
which have been mentioned elsewhere

in the sections on balance, inte-
gration, and new international-
ism. In addition to the ones
briefly described below, other
salient gaps in the globalization
debate include militarization
and arms production, the
uneven South-North power of
citizen groups, and the para-
mount role of the U.S. govern-
ment.

Development Conundrum
The conundrum of economic devel-

opment is closely related to the subject
of global economic governance, but as a
subject of discussion, debate, and con-
cern it is regularly overshadowed by
concerns about the environment-trade
and labor-environment linkages, corpo-
rate practices, and the intricacies of
trade agreements. While the phenome-
non of economic globalization is a
defining element of our times, an exclu-
sive focus on the downward harmoniza-
tion of labor/environmental standards
and on corporate predatory practices
leaves the ever-deepening problem of
underdevelopment largely unaddressed.
Even if social clauses were implemented
and corporations brought under inter-
national control, impoverishment
would remain a core human condition.
The global economy movement at the
very least should acknowledge the
problems of wealth and resource distri-
bution and third world underdevelop-
ment have roots that extend deeper
than economic globalization.

Immigration Flows
As goods and investment flow more

easily across national boundaries, so do

To a much greater degree than

other citizen-based movements,

the global economy movement

posits that its issues are the 

paramount issues of our age.
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immigrant flows. The more closely
integrated global economy has stimu-
lated increased migration of workers
and family members, but these human
flows are, for the most part, not regu-
lated by the type of international
accords that are being formulated to
manage capital and trade flows. This
migration in search of opportunity and
advancement is largely illegal and has
led to an array of new social problems,
including rampant human rights abus-
es, trafficking of women, nationalist
backlash against immigrants, and the
disintegration of the social fabric of
sending communities.

Increasingly, borders are transcended
by markets, but not by global society
which remains constrained by
strict immigration laws that
restrict the entry of low-skilled
labor and refugees from poorer
nations. These restrictions
maintain the global social and
economic divide between the
“developing” and “developed”
nations highlighting the myth
that globalization is an equaliz-
er. Deepening the divide are
liberal immigration laws in
many countries that welcome
skilled labor (technicians, sci-
entists, and doctors) from less
developed nations, thus under-
mining their human resources
base for national development.

There are no easy answers or model
solutions that can be applied to the
problem of immigration flows. But it is
clearly an issue that cannot be shunted
aside in favor of a narrow focus on
refining the rules of trade and invest-
ment. Just as labor rights and environ-
mental impacts must be considered in
the shape of the new global economy,
so must the increasing integration of
societies and workforces.

Financial Flows
The Asian financial crisis brought to

the fore of the globalization debate the
problems of destabilizing financial

flows. Caught up in the logic of liberal-
ization, the mandarins and institutions
of the global economy had been
encouraging not only the deregulation
of trade and production but also of
financial flows, including speculative
capital. The crisis did spur increased
reflection by the international financial
institutions and the global economy
movement (until then focused primari-
ly on issues of trade, debt relief, struc-
tural adjustment, investment rules, and
corporate control). But the macroeco-
nomic stabilization of many of the
Asian economies has shifted concern
away from the complex issue of regulat-
ing international financial flows. The
crisis did give some impetus to citizen

movements advocating global taxes,
including the “Tobin tax,” on nonpro-
ductive financial flows, but there has
been little progress on restructuring the
global economic governance and its
nexus with national financial institu-
tions to institute mechanisms to ensure
that sudden flights of capital do not set
off a chain of financial collapses. This
prospect of global financial crisis
remains the main threat to the stability
of the global economy and to welfare of
the two-thirds of the global society
closely linked to globalized markets.
While citizen groups quickly responded
to the Asian crisis with demands that
speculative capital be tamed, it has

proved a challenge to maintain public
concern in a dimension of internation-
al economics that is so complex.

5. New Internationalism
As the world’s preeminent transna-

tional social movement, the network of
global economy activism has helped to
reinvigorate and reshape the politics of
a new internationalism. As distinct
from the ideology of liberal interna-
tionalism that has dominated U.S. for-
eign policy (for both good and bad),
the internationalism of the global econ-
omy activists is based on social and
environmental values promoted by citi-
zens, rather than economic and politi-
cal values promoted primarily by U.S.

business and government. This
international citizen movement
has the potential for creating a
new dimension of global eco-
nomic governance involving
civil society. Fortunately, the
leaders of this movement have
strong internationalist leanings,
and the Northern dominance
of the movement is somewhat
balanced by principled, articu-
late, and persuasive leaders
from the South.

Yet despite this international-
ist foundation, the global econ-
omy movement is beset with
weaknesses, including: an
undifferentiated analysis of

globalization and governance solutions;
a lack of alliances with the govern-
ments, political opposition, and intel-
lectual sectors of developing nations;
and frequent lapses by national compo-
nents, particularly in the Northern
nations, into nationalistic and protec-
tionist campaigns.

The corporate world, armed with new
communications technology, has
advanced a new internationalism called
globalization, creating a world of global
consumer citizens. Many global econo-
my activists, energized by expanding
crossborder networks of civil society
groups, herald a new kind of interna-

Other salient gaps in 

the globalization debate include

militarization and arms 

production, the uneven South-

North power of citizen groups,

and the paramount role of the

U.S. government.
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tionalism that they call “globalization
from below.” This globalization of
activism has not only been on the fore-
front of identifying the problems with
corporate globalization but also in pro-
moting new norms and standards.
Consumer boycotts and citizen protests
have, in some cases, forced cor-
porations and multilateral
institutions to change their
policies and practices. Clearly,
this surge of citizen activism
and the emergence of citizen
agendas addressing global
economy issues constitute one
of the most hopeful political
trends of our time. In the end,
however, the success of the
“globalization from below”
phenomenon will be measured
by the degree that it advances
multilateral management of the
global economy. If this era of
globalization is to serve the
interests of equitable and sustainable
development, then a credible system of
global economic governance is essen-
tial.

Unfortunately, however, there is no
consensus in the antiglobalization

movement about the need for interna-
tional norms and institutions that
establish rules and guidelines for the
global economy. Too often the “shut it
down” rhetoric aimed at the IMF,
World Bank, and WTO conflicts with
the core progressive principle affirming

the importance of multilateralism—not
only for political/security issues but also
for economic ones. A central part of the
work of forging effective citizen agen-
das is how to promote such a progres-
sive multilateralism around global
economy issues. Once having affirmed

the fundamental need for global eco-
nomic governance, citizen activists and
analysts can continue their critical dis-
cussion about tactics and strategy—
whether, for example, it is feasible to
start all over to create new multilateral
institutions or whether it is more prac-

ticable to work to reshape the
current institutions.

A system of global economic
governance based on the prin-
ciples of sustainablity and equi-
ty will not be created by good
intentions alone, but must be
forged from new international
power dynamics. Certainly, a
powerful transnational social
movement will contribute
greatly to the conception of
such a system. But to be truly
powerful, this movement needs
new allies, and a more intellec-
tually consistent agenda. It

must have an internationalist game
plan characterized not by backlash
rhetoric and populist strategies but
rather by its analytical depth and 
political maturity—and its clear com-
mitment to the principles of multilater-
alism.

In the end, however, the success of

the “globalization from below”

phenomenon will be measured by

the degree that it advances 

multilateral management of the

global economy.
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