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History is marked with cities, regions, and territories that have played a particularly
important symbolic role as places in which the destiny of a people, a society, or
even of the whole world have found themselves at a crossroads. Amazonia is
definitely one of these places. It is a concentrate of our essential contemporary
contradictions: this ocean of vegetation, this gigantic territory through which flows
the longest river in the world, this, our planet’s lung, is being devastated by rampant
deforestation, predatory mining, and chaotic urbanization. Carved apart by nationstates along lines that do not even follow natural river or forest boundaries and
cut through human-community settlements, Amazonia is broken up by borders
obstructing the new winds of a globalized world. Its peoples may have been able
to preserve the potential of their surrounding biodiversity, but Amazonia suffers
from “bad” governance: it is deprived of a collective and rational management of
its resources. Worse, it is an arena of recurrent Human Rights violations, with as
primary victims its poorest, most humble inhabitants.
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Introduction
Yet although Amazonia concentrates all possible dangers, not only to its
inhabitants but also for the planet’s ecological balances, it also represents a territory
for life and the future. The game is not over. In this dawning of the twenty-first
century, it is poised to become one of those essential places where humankind will
find the biological, political, and cultural resources of a new relationship—with the
biosphere and among all peoples—founded on dignity and solidarity. Amazonia
can be the fertile field of a true school of “good” governance if it is looked after
as a common and valuable good, first by Brazilians (65% of Amazonia is within
Brazilian borders) and the people of the South American countries surrounding it,
but also by all the Earth’s inhabitants. Despite the difficulties, Amazonia is in fact
one of the areas where new mechanisms for a responsible, effective, and legitimate
governance are being invented.
This is why we took the initiative, together with Cândido Grzybowski,
Director of IBASE, to organize in Rio de Janeiro, in May 2008, the first seminar
of the Forum for a new World governance around the question: “What Amazonia
does the world need?” The seminar was backed by the Charles Léopold Mayer
Foundation for the Progress of Humankind, an independent Swiss foundation
devoted to mobilizing knowledge and experiences to face the major challenges of
our times.



This publication comprises three documents: the discussion paper by
Cândido Grzybowski, the seminar report by Patrick Piro, journalist at Politis
(France), and an Afterword written by Arnaud Blin, coordinator of the Forum for
a new World Governance, in which the proposals drawn up during the seminar are
correlated with world governance.
I would like to express my deep appreciation to Cândido and IBASE’s
excellent team. Their commitment made it possible to gather several members of
the founding committee of the World Social Forum of Porto Alegre, the facilitators
of the next World Social Forum which is to take place in Belém, Amazonia, in
January 2009, heads of foundations, networks, and NGOs, as well as researchers
from the powerful Brazilian civil society. The complete list of participants is found
at the end of this publication.

		

Gustavo Marin
Director, Forum for a new World Governance

What Brazil—and What
Amazonia—Does the World
Need?
Cândido Gr zybowski

W

e are living at a crucial moment for humankind. Despite the pockets
of resistance organizing within the Earth’s different societies then
interlinking from the local to the global level as coalitions and
networks, today’s world is still dominated by relationships, structures, processes,
interests, forces, and ideologies—all very powerful, all aiming at homogeneity and
exclusion of that which will not be homogenized, all tending to intensify capitalist
globalization. The persisting dominant forms of power and models of the economy
are destroying the natural foundations of life, concentrating wealth and power in
the hands of a few global corporations, and generating ever more exclusion and
violence. Where are we heading? How can a world of social justice and sustainability
be constructed? A world of equality in social and cultural diversity? Of rights and
responsibilities, with solidarity, from the local to the global level? Of democratic
participation and citizen power?
It is from this perspective—which is “global” and at the same time firmly rooted
in the local, where we can actually exercise our citizenship to the full—that I
would like to offer some food for thought. The ideas are rough, they are an effort to
outline issues for a process of analysis, discussion, and comparison among partners
sharing the same values in the spirit that moves us to join in the World Social
Forum process. There is also a measure of pragmatism in what follows, because we
are facing the concrete challenge of holding the World Social Forum in Amazonia
in January 2009. This entails thinking about Brazil and Amazonia from a world
standpoint and thinking about the world from the standpoint of Brazil and of
Amazonia, with its peoples and biodiversity.
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I. Global “disorder”: How is
the crisis of civilization to
be confronted?
In this early twenty-first century, we are part of a
threatened world. After three decades of ferocious
economic and financial globalization with rampant
deregulation in the name of “the free market,” twenty
years after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of
the bipolar Cold War order, we are facing challenges
on a planetary scale. Capitalist globalization has
completed and radicalized the interconnections
among the world’s different societies in such a way
that we are entirely dependent on one another, because what is done in any given place has all sorts of
consequences for all the other peoples and habitats of
the planet. At the same time, never before have we
been so aware that things simply cannot go on like
this. Nonetheless, we do go on... but for how long?
My feeling is that at the core of the crisis we are
facing is the belief, now rid of ideological masks, in
a development model as an ideal for all societies,
founded on a vision of limitless progress, itself based
on an industrial-productionist-consumerist model,
whether under capitalism or under socialism, rightwing or left-wing, in which neither wellbeing nor
sustainability are even remotely aimed at. Or should
we say wellbeing, yes, for the happy few at the expense of everyone else, in a pattern of production
and consumption that the Earth cannot withstand,
supported by a model of society that implacably leads
to concentration in the hands of the few to exclusion
of the many, through violence, terror, and war.



Nation-states and existing multilateral arrangements,
especially those set up in the aftermath of World
War II, can no longer cope with what is happening
in the world. In the subsequent void, the USA
and its bellicose imperialism is on a rampage like a
wounded bear with great destructive power but no
direction. With the UN and the multilateral financial
organizations (the World Bank, the International
Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization)
grown weaker and in the process of losing their
capacity and legitimacy to regulate, what we are
witnessing in this “recolonization” of the world is
the law of the economically strongest, i.e. China as
an emerging economic and nuclear power, the major
corporations, themselves more important than a
great many nation-states, and the G-8 of the leading
developed nation-states, which—whether extended
or not—is more of a private “club” than a legitimate
multilateral organization and takes no account of the
diversity of emerging contradictions and demands

De quelle Amazonie le monde a-t-il besoin ?

because its main objective is precisely to make sure
the crisis is kept alive.
The crisis of civilization—which can be seen in terms
of challenges to an also emerging citizenry of planetary
dimensions—can be seen in three dimensions:

• Social inequality
The economy continues to expand globally against all
societies. Inequality and social exclusion are becoming
more marked worldwide, between countries, as well
as within each society. Today, the poor of the South
(migrants, communities of depressed zones, ethnic
minorities, etc.) have been marginalized by the small
developed North, with 10% of the world’s population
controlling more than 85% of its wealth. Opposite
the wealthy of the North (owners of land, cattle and
people, businessmen and their “multinationalized”
managers, and the political elite at their service)
stands the South with its people, destitute of wealth
and power, condemned to live off the crumbs. This
multifaceted inequality with its multiple perversities
goes beyond social classes, and facing it requires
an in-depth review of conceptual and analytical
paradigms, and proposals and strategies of action.
Our global mix is a combination of inequalities and
forms of domination, the main features of which
are patriarchism, racism, xenophobia, and the denial
of diversity.

• Environmental crisis
This crisis is where three high-impact processes
converge:
- climate change due to the greenhouse effect;
- the intensive use and depletion of non-renewable,
fossil energy sources, which are the foundation of
the industrial-productionist-consumerist model;
and
- the destruction and exhaustion of our common
natural goods, in particular water, genetic resources
and biodiversity, and soil for agriculture.
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resources fuels violence and inflames fundamentalism
ever more strongly, leading in turn to ever greater
militarization.
In this three-dimensional crisis, “bad governance” and
its concomitant absence of concerted regulation have
become more acute. The former order of domination
can no longer meet the challenges, and the new order
has not yet emerged. This is the context in which
we need to position ourselves, Brazil, and Amazonia.
What does the world expect of us? What can we and
should we do from here on, as active citizens, to meet
this crisis of civilization?

• Violence
We are the witnesses of a proliferation of situations
where open violence, intolerance, and different forms
of fundamentalism are defining collective ways of
life, imposing suffering and fear, threat, and death,
and the displacement and deterritorialization of large
contingents of civil populations. Whole peoples are
torn apart by endless conflicts, cities are divided and
countries invaded. In a context of concentration and
a limitless quest for profit, of economic inequality and
unbalanced power, and of the exhaustion of natural
resources, the dispute for control of those natural

II. Brazil as an emerging
power: For whom?
Brazil is without a doubt a country of enormous
possibilities—but there can be no disguising the levels
of social exclusion, the vast pockets of poverty, the
disgraceful, persistent, and multifaceted inequality. We
are responsible for one of the world’s most important
natural heritages. But destruction of those natural
resources is progressing even faster than our economic

growth rates. Our territory and our population place
us in the small group of countries that are overendowed with resources, but we seem unable to use
that potential to generate a sustainable, fair Brazil, to
contribute to building that other world.
Recent achievements deserve to be mentioned and
acknowledged as bases for “another development,” but
we must not deny that the above-mentioned limitations
are real. The most important and fundamental of
these achievements is our political democracy, which
though still young, has demonstrated its vitality. We
have come a long way in institutional terms, while
recognizing that much remains to be done. Perhaps
the most promising aspect is the willingness of broad
sectors to participate in the process. Many, however,
remain politically “invisible,” because they are not
organized or are still heavily dependent on favors
and unable to assert their rights. The fact is that we
have a civil society with a potential for initiative, the
expression of a democratic culture, and a social fabric
interwoven with strong organizational fiber that is
growing and gaining political strength.
What we are lacking and where our progress has
been weak lies in the area of social democracy. Lula’s
election as president meant that the lower classes
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of Brazil had come to power, and it seemed that we
were finally laying the political foundations for the
historical task of reconstructing a fair, sustainable
Brazil. In practice, however, there are still only timid
signs of significant change. The Brazilian state, which
is managing our particular form of development, has
been captured by powerful interests and forces, and
confronting the latter will call for resolve and much
more complex engineering than that set in motion by
the PT to win the elections and keep itself in power.
We have made unquestionable progress in a number
of social-policy areas, addressing urgent matters,
such as hunger, and redeeming historical social
debts. The fact is, though, that such policies are
not strategically designed and nor even thought out
as structuring a new model of development and,
above all, of social democracy. They are immediately
needed compensatory policies—no question about
that—but they cannot bring into being a sustainable,
fair, participatory society on good terms with all the
peoples of the planet.
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We are basically pursuing a development model that
is predatory on nature, concentrates wealth, and
reproduces enormous pockets of poverty. At least
development is once again on the discussion table,
even though the debate is essentially confusing
development with GDP growth rates. We have,
nonetheless, stopped—although rather hesitantly—
the dismantling ordered by the Ten Commandments
of the neoliberal “Washington Consensus” of the
1990s. For all its timidity, the Growth Acceleration
Program (Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento,
PAC) of the Lula government signals a kind of new
start—albeit only for things we are already familiar
with, such as large infrastructure projects, export
production, and so on.
What is happening to Brazilian exports is a good
example of the dilemma we are facing, that of
developing while aggravating the contradictions of
the past instead of changing our course and outlook.
Moreover, the “success” of our exports and our having
produced a large trade surplus is seen by public
opinion and specialized academic and business circles
as a major indicator that strategy is on target, because
it is pulling along the economy as whole. The problem
is that we are going back to being a kind of primaryexport economy, because 70 to 80% of our exports are
nature: soy complex, coffee, meat, minerals and steel,
paper pulp, and so on. To paraphrase Eduardo Galeano
and his famous book on Latin America, I would say we
are dilating our already-open veins in order to export
even more of the very foundations of our own life.
And now we have decided to include ethanol among
our export products!

Of course, all this can be seen from the other side. In
terms of the dominant development model, in a world
controlled by large corporations and with China’s
capitalist expansion consuming whatever is left of the
planet’s natural resources, Brazil’s option to exploit the
“comparative advantages” of the moment seems like
a good deal. A deal—and a big one—it certainly is,
but what social and environmental debt will Brazil be
diving into? Who stands to gain from all this? As for
the funds from this export surplus, are they financing
social democracy or rather are they being captured in
that all-engulfing logic that takes everything it can—
even the lion’s share of the public budget—to boost
profits?
The export question is a long way from exhausting
the complex issue of the development model, but it
does illustrate what I am trying to argue here. Brazil
is coming up as an emerging power in political and
economic terms, particularly in our region. However,
I cannot see this emergence signaling progressive
changes in the structure and process of relations that
sustain dominant globalization. As a strategy, it even
seems to suggest that we are tending rather to want to
form part of the select group of countries that behave
as if they owned the world—the G-8 group—than to
express necessary, urgent changes in the geopolitics
and organization that regulate world power so as to
permit the construction of sustainable, fair, democratic
societies in solidarity.
It is time, once again, to innovate boldly. We need to
recognize the new threats and challenges to citizenship
and democracy in Brazil, today in a context of greater
openness to the world and greater interdependence
generated by globalization and the enormous crisis
spawned by it. This takes us back to the large questions
facing Brazil in the world. One has to ask: What is the
Brazil that the world needs and that our citizenry, in
alliance with world citizenry, can produce? What state?
What sovereignty? What democracy? What social
justice? What type of sustainability and for whom? We
can only construct these answers from what we have
learned in the great school of planetary citizenship, the
World Social Forum. This here is a question of taking
up our responsibilities as Brazilian men and women,
but in open dialog with other peoples and subjects of
the world, recognizing that here, we decide what our
future will be and we also influence the future of all of
humankind as managers of our lives and of the natural
heritage that sustains them.
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III. Our commitment to
another Amazonia and
another Brazil, in another
possible world
Boldness of purpose and the courage to weigh on the
here and now must come together to meet the challenges facing us. This is why I think that the discussion
can become more concrete and radical on the basis of
the challenge that the WSF has set itself of bringing
Amazonia into the debate over how to construct
another world of social justice, sustainability, equality
in diversity, citizens’ rights with responsibilities shared
in solidarity, democratic participation, and effective
citizen power. In January 2009, we will be meeting at
the WSF in Belém, at the heart of Amazonia. The
challenge is to think about the issues of the other
world from a radical perspective that is local and at
the same time global.
Amazonia is a vast territory shared by 9 South American
countries (one—French Guiana—is in fact a vestige
of former colonial presence). Amazonia contains the
planet’s largest rainforest. Regardless of nation-state
borders, many, diverse peoples live in it, with their own
ways of life, cultures, and above all ways of resisting
against the dominant processes. The Brazilian part of
Amazonia alone has more than 25 million inhabitants.

is being waged over the future of Amazonia, in a
war that will decide the burden that is to fall on
each country in the inevitable allocation of the
costs of the environmental crisis and the catastrophic changes in world climate. The most
powerful states, which have unsustainable patterns of production and consumption, and
enormous financial, technological, and military
resources at their disposal, will not abandon their
intention to control Amazonia in the name of
the common good. They will continue to attempt
to reproduce, at the cost of our countries, their
current patterns of existence and the practices of
five hundred years of expropriating the wealth
and energy resources of the countries of South
America.”
It is also fundamentally important to note the internal
nature of the colonialist process of destructive expansion in Amazonia. Powerful private groups (landowners and agribusiness industries, mining companies,
logging companies, etc.), from within the countries—
Brazil in particular—are disputing resources in the
region, expropriating lands and controlling large
parts of the territory, destroying the forest and the

As very well put in a thought-provoking document
prepared by FASE (FASE. “FSM 2009: A Amazônia
nos convoca a renovar nosso compromisso para um outro
mundo possível”. [Amazonia calls on us to renew
our commitment to another possible world] Rio de
Janeiro, Oct. 2007):
“Given the reckless disappearance of biodiversity
and the climate crisis that is already beginning
to cause situations of climate injustice affecting
mainly the poorest, Amazonia stands as one
of the last regions of the planet that are still
relatively preserved. It is thus precious both for
maintaining biodiversity and for its role—which
is beneficial if the forest is conserved, and
adverse if it is destroyed and burnt down—in
continental rainfall, as well as in continental
and world climate. In that regard, it should be
seen as indispensable to human life and therefore
preserving it and guaranteeing the quality of life
of its populations constitute a challenge not just
for Brazilians but also for the peoples of the planet
as a whole.
One of the most important battles between the
wealthy countries and the countries of the South
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biodiversity, poisoning the rivers, extracting minerals,
mass murdering the local populations and peoples, and
destroying their ways of life—all this in the name of
progress and development. Amazonia is a humanized
territory under dire threat. However, there exists an
enormous organizational fabric woven from and by
a diversity of local groups. Major movements are resisting all of this and constructing alternatives. The
challenge is to seek inspiration in Amazonia’s peoples,
and their movements and community organizations,
in order to point from there toward another Amazonia
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terms of citizenship, the more local, the greater the
decision-making power—and that is what the local
populations are calling for. Even their relationship
with the nation-states that share Amazonia is a
fundamental question. Suffice it here to remember
the indigenous peoples and their territories, which
very often do not recognize national borders.
It is not possible, however, being in Brazil, to think
about Amazonia without thinking of the place of
Brazil itself in the world. Brazil and Amazonia are
intimately connected, profoundly interdependent.
Without Amazonia, Brazil is not Brazil: Amazonia is
about half of its territory. Its peoples are part of this
diverse, and deeply unequal, Brazil.
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IV. Pointers to a way out
(more than a conclusion,
a place to start)

12

for humankind: one that entails neither predatory
destruction in the name of development, nor exclusionary and colonialist conservationism, such as
embedded in the idea of internationalized “carbon
sinks” (intended to “sequester” greenhouse-gas emissions) financed by credits obtained by large corporations and industrialized countries selling their
“tradable pollution rights.”
“Amazonia is the depositary of biological and
genetic resources that are still largely unknown
but, beyond question, precious to humankind; and
its peoples hold hundreds and thousands of years
of knowledge about those forms of life. These
resources and that knowledge draw the greed of
the large corporations leading the implacable quest
to privatize life and knowledge. The indigenous
peoples and, after them, the populations rooted
in the region, teach us that life is a gift and that
we are part of the life of Mother Earth. Private
appropriation of life is unthinkable, because life is
made to be shared. Amazonia invites us to a firm
refusal of the market rationale, the transnational
corporations, and the official international bodies
at their service, and to center life’s concerns
on reconstructing our planet and a humankind

with new liberating paradigms such as solidarity,
equality, recognition for diversity, respect for
differences, responsibility, and care.” (FASE,
ibidem.)
To meet these challenges, it is fundamental to
recognize that the strength of this awareness of our
greatest common good—Planet Earth as the very basis
of our life—is an important factor in the expansion
of the WSF itself. It comes together with a renewed
awareness of humankind in the diversity of subjects,
peoples, and cultures. The nascent planetary citizenry
will thus have an opportunity to share knowledge and
experience, evaluate proposals, and discover strategies
for action of the human groups living in Amazonia
and, in turn, to strengthen them.
However, in the range of issues that I have outlined
here, it is evident that the crisis of civilization, in
its three dimensions, will be at the center of the
discussions about Amazonia in another possible
world. After all, the effort to address the climate crisis
and environmental destruction necessarily brings
Amazonia into the spotlight. There we are faced by a
complex question of planetary proportions involving
the role of nation-states and sovereignty. In the end,
who comes first in any reengineering of power? In

Aware that it is not enough to criticize, I would like to
end by recalling a few points of departure for building
alternatives. In fact, there are more people than we
imagine building alternatives for their lives in the
places where they live. After all, being excluded from
access to environmental and economic resources, not
being recognized, and suffering the degradation of
their surroundings and, at the same time, being able to
invent ways of living, of establishing bonds of family
and friendship, of forming part of a community with
solidarity, of dreaming, praying and having fun, of
“coping”—in short, all of this woven together—points
to a dynamics of resistance and of building other forms
of collective living. The “trenches” of civil society
Gramsci has spoken of are a historical, human fact.
What is needed is to interrelate and to systematize
them, to theorize them, to formulate political proposals

that assist groups, towns, peoples, nations, and so
on, in their quest for development models—that is,
for the political, cultural, economic, and technical
conditions for fair, sustainable societies.
From my point of view, enhanced by the experience
that IBASE and the World Social Forum have
afforded me, let me single out some major points for
the Brazilian situation:
•  absolute priority for social justice;
•  democracy, grounded in the ethical principles
of equality, freedom, diversity, solidarity, and
participation as a strategy;
•  political and cultural empowerment for the
“invisible” groups: the poor, the discriminated, and
the excluded;
•  guaranteed access and use of all natural and
produced common goods for every man and woman
without distinction, as a basis for sustainable life;
  
a
• development model based on the sustainable use
of resources, with priority for meeting the internal
needs of the human groups directly involved,
with maximum relocation of the economy and
its political management: “producing here, to
consume here, for the people living here,” or in its
more moderate form, companies setting up here in
order to sell here and meet the needs arising here.
These points are enough to indicate the standpoint I
already share with many others in Brazil, in Amazonia,
and around the world. But there is another point that
may make a difference: the intention is to construct a
strong planetary movement for change, which means
sinking roots in each place, in each collectivity, in
each people. For this, we need to dream large, to be
strong and perseverant, and to participate with radical
attitudes, without fearing the crisis in civilization
or the world disorder it entails. This prescription is
especially designed for Brazil, our emerging country
on the world stage.
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What Brazil—and What Amazonia—Does the
World Need?

Photo: Octavio Cardoso

14

T

his highly interesting question has several levels to it: since Lula
came to power, Brazil’s international ambition has been constantly
growing, whether to claim (and to play) a front-running diplomatic
role, or, more recently, to imagine a global destiny for itself as agrofuel and
food producer for the world, and as chief protector of Amazonia, which stands
among today’s highest global ecological stakes.
However interesting and attractive the different aspects of the question, the seminar
participants, almost entirely Brazilians, decided to devote themselves exclusively
to the latter of them: the two days of debates were monopolized by discussion on
Amazonia.1  
Was this restriction of the discussion due to pragmatic reasons? No, in fact, for
these participants thinking in the long term, it was the result of having placed the
discussion proposals by order of importance. It was also a way of setting a new, more
powerful, and richer focus.
Turning the debate to the question “What Amazonia does the world need?” is
also a way of taking it out of the strictly Brazilian framework, which includes a
number of tasks that will have to be dealt with soon enough: taking stock of Lula’s
administration, Brazil’s policy and responsibility in managing Amazonia, relevance

“An idea whose
time has come
cannot be
stopped.”
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I. Hereditary flaws,
urgent problems,
emerging questions
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“one of the
emblematic
places of
completion of
the capitalistic
project.”

Amazonia is a textbook case. An exemplary
paradigm afflicted with all the major hardships
and contradictions that are the foundation of
the dominant civilization model: neoliberal
and globalized, output-intensive and predatory,
insensitive to social and ecological crises,
scornful of the expression and aspirations of
local populations, etc.
Since its colonization, Amazonia has been
submitted to constant depredation wrapped
in a culture of pioneering adventure, and
marked by the violence suffered by the
equatorial biotope and dealt out to its
inhabitants by the predators. The current
Amazonian world is only the latest avatar
of the old productivism saga founded on the
private control of natural resources,2  “one
of the emblematic places of completion of
the capitalistic project.”  

A territory of depredation
In this early third millennium, Amazonia is the
object of all kinds of lust:
•  for logging, probably 90% of it illegal;

•  for farmland through deforestation. This
is being done from the scale of low-impact
slashing-and-burning for family farming to
much larger deforestation to accommodate
extensive cattle breeding (Brazil is the
leading world beef exporter). The foresters’
pioneering tracks are being enlarged by
settlers who are opening ever-more trails in
their wake.
  In
the past few years, breeders have also been
•
pushing farther into the forest and tearing
down its borders, and farmers have been
opening fields to grow soy beans. There is now
fear, despite government denial, of pressure
from other powerful candidates for Amazonian
land, which could trigger a new wave of forest
destruction: agrofuel industrialists—whether
for ethanol (sugar cane, which research will
eventually adapt to Amazonian climate) or
Diesel oil (soy, palm, etc.), mining (Amazonian
subsoil is overflowing with significant mineral
wealth: gold, iron, copper, manganese, etc.),
or energy production (two-thirds of Brazil’s
hydroelectric potential and 20% of the planet’s surface freshwater are in the Amazon
Basin, where several power stations have been
or are being built3). Under the basin, there are
also quantities of oil. Finally, agrofuels have
appeared on the scene as a more recent stake
in the energy issue.4  
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of the national level in the global ecological crisis, etc. “What Amazonia does the
world need?” By reframing the question, the debaters made an original and very
productive mental getaway.
Amazonia is no longer a subset of territorial, political, administrative, etc.
approaches. It is a metaphor, a very concrete metaphor, of the current global debates
and a concentrate of contemporary contradictions: Amazonia is a zone of mega
“development” projects that are ecologically deplorable and scornful of the local
populations, but also a territory of innumerable and fantastically diverse sustainable
alternatives; it is an enormous biodiversity reservoir and a major climate-regulation
agent for the planet but is being ravaged and deteriorated at an accelerated pace;
it is a territory almost entirely devoid of governance, but also a breeding place of
grassroots organization initiatives.
Our present era is facing a challenge that is nothing less than vital: that of building
a new civilization model, founded on diversity, ecological sustainability, and social
justice. It needs grounds that will rekindle imagination and Utopian thinking.
There are not many such grounds. Amazonia is one of them.

A domestic colony
The Amazon territory is also extensively submitted
to enormous pressure by the economic and
strategic projects of Brazil’s central government
and its development model. “We are at the heart
of Brazilian development mythology!” Amazonia
is subjugated, not considered as a territory that
can design its own projects. It is a reservoir of
resources to be exploited, a domestic frontier.

A single mindset
There are no alternative models to the brutal
productivism currently being applied to the
region, nor for that matter any planning tools
that could make it possible to draw any up at the
scale of the basin.
No matter all the contradictions, things are not
taking the direction of alternative models. “Brazil is
surfing on the pororoca!” is a local image describing
an economy engaged in full, ac-celerating exportoriented productivism drawn by the agricultural
sector. The “non productive” lands of Amazonia

are regularly the object of more-or-less
acknowledged lust.

Violation of Human
Rights

17
“Brazil is surfing on
the pororoca!” 5

There reigns a climate of permanent
violation of Human Rights, the first
victims of which are the indigenous
peoples. There is no rule of law, and
militarization of the region (this is
traditional) is back on the agenda,
as illustrated, for instance, by the very sharp
conflicts surrounding the attribution to local
indigenous communities of the lands of the
Raposa Serra do Sol reservation in the state of
Roraima.6 At least three incidents have made
world news in the past few years: the murder
of the seringueiro7 and environmentalist leader
Chico Mendes in 1988 in the state of Acre, the
massacre of 19 farmers at Eldorado do Carajás
in 1996, and the murder of the American nun
Dorothy Stang in 2005, in Pará. Pará is by far the
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bloodiest state in Brazil for agrarian conflicts, and
slave work is not uncommon there. These are not
historical anomalies, they are the consequence
of an immoral output-intensive rationale.
Amazonian violence is also nourished by band-itry
and trafficking of all kinds, starting with drugs.

Absence of governance
Amazonia, as a biogeographical and human unit
(see Appendix 1 “What Amazonia are we talking about?” ) is not “governed.” Its sovereignty
is fractioned into eight different countries
(Brazil, Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia,
Venezuela, Guyana, and Suriname) and a
“colonized enclave” (as insisted upon by some
Brazilians…), French Guiana. It is the object
of an international cooperation treaty signed
in 1978 by the eight countries mainly intended
to ensure the security of the borders, which are
submerged in vegetation.
Otherwise, Amazonia is partly occupied by
supranational populations—a number of
indigenous communities—having no concern
for these borders.
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Thrust of the global
ecological crisis

Even within the nation-states, absence of governance of Amazonian territories is manifest.
In the Brazilian state of Roraima, the land
conflict in the Raposa Serra do Sol reservation
is emblematic. It goes beyond just the agrarian
stake: it brings up the question of maintenance
of rule of law, integrity of the biome, status of
the native populations, etc.

Amazonia is the leading biological reservoir of
the planet. The brutal exploitation of its resources
(wood, living organisms, etc.) and rampant
deforestation for farm or cattle land is seriously
threatening its balance and its future survival.
According to generally admitted evaluations,
17% of its surface area has disappeared since it
became the object of “conquest” in the 1970s,
and 17% more is considered as degraded.
Protection of this gigantic biotope has been
identified for many years as a major stake
completely beyond the exclusive borders of
Brazil. Its disappearance would be a disaster with
incalculable consequences.
The spreading global crisis has brought a new dimension into Amazonia’s environmental stakes.
With entry into the era of climate deregulation,
the largest forest of the world has been plunged
into the heart of speculations: destruction of
this “carbon sink” might very well compromise
climate stability to the point that voices are
rising to put it under international rule.8
Added to that is pressure from the oil crisis: Brazil
has developed by forced marches the farming
of agrofuel plants (sugar cane, oil palm, etc.)
to meet global demand. Despite the constant
official denials, this new land-consuming “agricultural frontier” could threaten Amazonia
in the short run. An obvious contradiction:
agrofuels as a substitute (for a little) oil and to
reduce CO2 emissions, but to the detriment of
the forest!

A very urban population and
chaotic urbanization
Popular imagery tends to represent Amazonia as
a green desert scattered with a few indigenous
tribes. This is very far from the true picture:
even though the density of this region is the
lowest in the country (about 4 inhabitants/
km2), the Amazonia Basin has a population of
nearly 17 million. Its main features: the majority
of this population is urban (about 70% of total
population) and growing radically. In fact, it
nearly tripled between 1980 and 2000!
As a consequence, cities are expanding chaotically and bringing about battalions of urban
problems.
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II. Unconventional players
Exploring the typology of the players could be
an ordinary task: where Amazonia is concerned,
this is not the case.
First, because a frequent fantasy depicts this
area as occupied by billions of trees and a few
Indians.9
Then, because binary views (see below) can
induce a simplistic perception of the power
struggle between “good” and “bad” players.
Developing this “taxonomy” is therefore basic
because it has political implications: Whom
are we talking to? Is there any reason to define
“blocs” of players so as to be able to institute
alliances? Are potential partners as coherent as
we imagine them to be?
Finally, all the groups (or just about), have their
own “vision,” or projects for Amazonia. This has

produced a great variety of “maps of Amazonia,”
which reveals the dissimilarity of the different approaches: the legal administrative Amazonia, that
of the military, the environmentalists’ Amazonian
ecosystem, that of indigenous territories, the one
of the national oil company Petrobrás, etc.

The binary-polarization
temptation
Amazonia has been for several centuries a source
of powerful symbolism, ranging from fantasy to
oversimplification. This has easily led to imagine
Amazonia as a zone of binary polarizations: “the
weak vs. the strong,” “Native Indians vs. Whites,”
“environmentalists vs. industrialists,” etc.
In “real” Amazonia, there are in fact viable
industrial projects (non-predatory, environmentfriendly, etc.), just as there are non-marketoriented or ecological projects that should also
be questioned (“fair” trade exclusively oriented
to the export market, based on single-crop
farming, environment-friendly farms but not
applying social standards, etc.). Amazonian
reality is a lot subtler than is usually supposed.

From the consistency
of our enemies ...
Through their ominous projects in Amazonia,
there is an easily detectable consistency on the
side of its “enemies,” which can be categorized
into a few large groups: those exploiting biomass
resources—foresters, cattle raisers, soy and fuelplant farmers; miners; energy operators—dams,
agrofuels, etc.; financial agents and international
bodies imposing their vision of the “development”
of Amazonia—the BNDES10 for instance, which
finances projects in Amazonia without any
application of strong criteria, or the Initiative for
Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South
America (IIRSA), which is set up to allow raw
material to cross the Amazonian Basin; “bandits,”
which is what they have to be called, among
which are included the large pharmaceutical
laboratories pillaging the resources of biodiversity
and native know-how, a number of elected
officials (including governors), businessmen, etc.

… to the fuzzy contours
of our potential alliances
What about a bloc of “positive” players? Defining
its contours raises a number of problems…
“Allied forces” can include:
•  native peoples, quilombolas;11
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But all these actors and networks are lacking
articulation among them.
Moreover, it is sometimes hasty to induce alliances between “groups who are building
alternatives” against “capitalist interests.” For
example, in the case of the infrastructure projects
of the Rio Madeira, there are frictions between
the Landless Farmers’ Movement (MST) and
the urban dwellers, or ribeirinhos.14 Is any collaboration even possible with the garimperios,15
those forest workers who, though exploited, are
also “destroyers”?
The weight of economic interests and local
customs is such that even traditional political
alliances need to be examined on a case-bycase basis. In Acre or Amapá, environmental
advocates lost the latest elections, whereas in
Pará, the Workers Party (PT) is governing in
alliance with the foresters!
We should add, at another level:
•  a number of (small) regional media;
•  the “bloc” of Amazonian border coun“Beware, in
tries governed on the left—Bolivia,
Ecuador, Venezuela;
Amazonia there
•  
i
nternational multilateral organizaare organizations
tions;
producing
•  the countries of the Organization
dialog, but with
of American States (OAS), which
intervenes
on Human Rights issues or
no ambition for
in case of conflict between countries;
change ...”
•  the European Union, in its dialog
with Latin America.

Emergence of native peoples ...
For the past few years, they have been recognized
internationally as full-fledged players. There is a
great variety of them. In Amazonia, there are
today more than 500 indigenous organizations,
with their crises but also their force.

... and governmental partners
Previously, civil society had adopted either
confrontation or dialog with government authorities. But things have become more complex.
The Chávez (president of Venezuela)-MST-Via
Campesina alliance is an example of the types of
new strategy that have been the subject of much
discussion, among others at the World Social
Forum: Can we go as far as to make alliances
with governments? In addition, we should not
lose sight of the fact that the different projects of
the left-wing governments of Latin America—
Morales, Lula, Chávez, etc.—are not identical,
far from it.

Whose side are
environmentalists on?
To what side do they lean? Social movements
spontaneously consider them with a mesure of
suspicion:
- International groups, usually of Anglo-Saxon
culture, play an important role within this
category—purely Brazilian environmentalist
organizations are lacking in weight. Bringing
their nature-conservation objectives from abroad,
they are easily accused of neo-colonialism,
and not just by reactionary fazendeiros.16 This
is the case for Greenpeace, which has made a
spectacular appearance on the Amazonian stage
these past few years and obtained some results.
- They are often criticized for excluding social
questions from their concerns—“except when
it’s about fund raising”—but also for defending
sometimes ambiguous positions. Or even for
engaging in contradictory cooperation with large
corporations, with which they have negotiated
environmental progress but disregarding other
aspects of the problems, as was the case with
soy-crop-certification projects. For instance,
The Nature Conservancy (TNC) is financed
by Bunge and Cargill!17  “Beware, in Amazonia
there are organizations producing dialog, but
with no ambition for change ...”
Nonetheless, in Brazil, environmentalists are
“friends of the Indians” much more than they
are in other regions.
- Opposition is growing clearer and stronger
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•  seringueiros and rural workers;
•  new farmers’ organizations such as Via
Campesina or FETRAF,12   etc., hailing from
other horizons but who have views of food
policy and food sovereignty that are useful for
Amazonia;
•  the Pastoral Land Commission (CPT), the
Indigenist Missionary Council (CIMI);13
•  urban and indigenous movements that
have recently appeared in Manaus, Belém,
Altamira, etc., and were still unheard of
ten years ago … indigenous districts are
developing within the cities;
•  women’s groups;
•  community radios, which are very important
links in this immense area;
•  many small scattered and isolated organizations, etc.
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between social-environmental movements (seringueiros, indigenous peoples, etc.) attempting
to hold up the two ends of pressing necessities,
socioeconomic and ecological, and the “market”
environmentalists, who do not necessarily reject
the mechanisms of neoliberal economy to reach
their nature-conservation goals.
- Meanwhile, the escalating dangers and the
inertia of decision makers are producing, in this
sphere, an ever stronger feeling of emergency.  

An ambiguous
internationalization
Is it positive? Negative? Taking stock on this
question is difficult. So far, since colonial times,
the penetration of international players has
mostly been unfavorable to Amazonia, on the
side of destruction.
New international players, however, from
civil society (NGOs, social movements, scientists, etc.) or even governmental ones, are
contributing today to stopping this trend.
International pressure can help to find solutions

and financial resources, to encourage
solidarity (with certain forms of fair
trade, among others), to draw media
attention, etc.

The missing players
Where are the political parties and
the unions? Absent! “They have
no plan for Amazonia!” Despite the
social inequalities of which Indians and other
underprivileged populations are victims, they
have not actually taken up the Amazonia issue
as a political object or something to fight for.
This is not surprising: historically, the “enlightened vanguard” have advocated a model of
“progress” that has patently failed in this area.
Their absence is also a sign of the current
crisis of this type of agent, especially with the
emergence of new social movements.

“Despair is
taking hold of
the ecological
movement!”
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Elements of strategies
for players
•  First of all, the opposition force against the
ultra-dominant bloc of destroyers needs to be
made stronger.
•  International alliances need to be facilitated
and to include the reinforcement of local
players.
•  Support should be given to bringing indigenous
communities and social movements closer
together.
•  The strategic role of community radios needs
to be recognized and made stronger.

III. Moving toward a new
civilization model
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“So far, we have mostly built resistance and dug
trenches. Today, we need to build alternatives.”
There has been practically no work done on
the future of Amazonia: this is a rather mindboggling observation.
In the 1980s, the left wing in Brazil refused to
take on the Amazonian issue: the buzzword was,
“No to colonization, yes to agrarian reform.” But
voilà, the predatory model has completely failed,
and ecological collapse is looming.  
Nonetheless, the few main principles that have
been set—protection of the biotope, restoration
of the rule of law, sustainability of the economy,
controlled urbanization, etc.—are not a foundation for a model. Can the capitalistic model
possibly coexist with its material basis in
Amazonia? “We are pointedly lacking in
audacity!” Is there not, now, a pressing invitation
to reinvent the relationship between
human beings and nature? What
Amazonia needs is nothing less than a
radical break—a civilizing vision!—that
“We have
can serve as laboratory for the planet.

to invent an
alchemy between
audacity and
obsessive
pragmatism …”

Emergency vs. Utopia?

Utopia is an answer to the market
rationale. We have to have the courage
to start from an overall critique of
capitalism, with the ambition to
bring out new collective subjects
that integrate the diversity that is so
characteristic of Amazonia. If we fail to
do this, the risk is that civil society will continue
to be fragmented into small pockets of isolated
and non-viable solutions.
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Yet pragmatism, in the name of ecological
emergency, threatens to impose, without any
discussion, an order of priorities on Utopia. Will
it soon be necessary to place the fight against
climate upheaval at the top of all priorities, to
the point of accepting that the forest be turned
into a carbon-sink sanctuary?
More important, perhaps, than climate, is the
“pragmatic agenda” of fighting deforestation: in
40 years, 17 to 34% of the rainforest has already
disappeared or been damaged. There is a definite
emergency to implement actions that will make a
difference in the short run, within 10 to 20 years.

Getting rid of
“developmentism”
and its avatars
Productivism, the basis of the predatory
system, is at the root of Amazonian difficulties.
Attacking it involves questioning its former
representations and the vocabulary attached to
it: “civilizing model,” “development,” etc.
“Development” has however changed: it is
now called “sustainable development,” and
corporations today are all opening a “sustainable
development” division. The concept intends
to reconcile productivism with environmental
conservation and the interests of the populations.
But this generous label covers for a content that

is extremely fuzzy to say the least. “Sustainable
development” has become a large umbrella for
the worst and the best.
In its name, Amazonia has thus become a laboratory of ecological deception, a field where
players play at “greenwashing” and clothe barely
less ominous activities with “green” rags.
The methods range from adopting a few
gadget-like “ecologically and socially certified”
measures, such “certification” being all the more
welcome in the predatory companies that the
latter are generally party to their definition,
and that the measures are not binding and the
companies not usually subjected to independent
auditing on their application.
The basically virtuous concept of “common
good” is also the subject of a form of manipulation that has to be exposed: it means “a good
managed by the population in the name of
humankind,” and not “the good of all,” as argued
by the pharmaceutical industry, which intends
to have free access, without any counterpart
and for its exclusive profit, to this reservoir of
biodiversity—a sort of green neocolonialism.
Among the most hateful “green marketing”
manipulators stand the big soy industrialists. In
return for a few pledges, they are attempting to
give this agribusiness a thin coat of respectability
without modifying an iota of its fundamentals:
export-oriented single-crop farming, which
constantly aggravates the deforestation process,
contaminates soil and water, harasses indigenous
communities, etc.
A few less cynical companies are changing,
attempting for instance to settle land conflicts,
etc.
Others finally, at the other end of the spectrum,
such as the Brazilian ethical cosmetics company Natura, are doing things like signing
collaboration contracts with the indigenous
communities.
The avatars of the old models definitely have
to be dismantled: otherwise, we might simply
continue to promote an export-oriented
economic model for Amazonia, or accept having
it turned into a green-fuel factory. “We can no
longer speak of development without putting
the environment at its core.” Or we should even
consider “de-development,” as suggested by
“degrowth” advocates, whose ideas could be the
inspiration for new guidelines for Amazonia.

The diversity of
alternatives: the blueprint
of a model?
Amazonia is a threatened but not
damaged territory, quite the contrary: it
features a great diversity of alternative
experiences—solidarity economy, agroecology, sustainable forest exploitation,
selling environmental services (as Bolsa
Floresta18  does), etc.—and viable practices,
urban zones included. “Amazonia is a
territory of solutions,” a vast laboratory for “biosustainable and social experiments.”
- But they are scattered. It is an invisible
Amazonia. How can this embryo of an alternative
be made visible, how can these experiences be of
benefit to all? Moreover, their scale being small,
they are bound to lose the battle if they are not
integrated into the construction of more global
alternatives.
- Amazonian organizations have not made much
progress in building platforms of alternative initiatives, which must be rooted in this abundance of
existing experiences.
- Can we imagine “an” alternative model? This is a
trap to be avoided: Amazonia, with its populations
and its history, is diverse by nature. What needs
to be invented is an integrative project, a network
of local, articulated and interwoven alternatives,
a many-faceted model reflecting this multiplicity.
Integration must be faced as a project with no
perspective for homogenization.

“Amazonia
is one of the
places where the
debate on postcapitalism is being
most strongly
expressed.”

Indigenous lessons
The ethnic issue, in Brazil, is taking on a
particularly important dimension, because
indigenous peoples are defending projects
for their future (which is not the case in all
countries). They have a lot to teach us.
Among other things, they offer envi“Amazonia is
ronmental services to the world and they
have demonstrated that they are better
a territory of
managers than the colonizers. “We keep
solutions.”
repeating that they have the solutions!
What are we doing about it?”

It all stems from the land
The land question plays a central role in the
Amazonian issue and could organize the way to
seek solutions and new models.
Land is at the center of the predatory model:
forest exploitation, mining, agriculture, etc.
There is a wide palette of illegal means to acquire
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From autarky to
internationalization
(by way of Brazil …)
Autarky? No one (at least, not any more) is
still arguing that this variant of self-withdrawal
could be a solution for Amazonia. First, because
disconnection from the rest of the country has
already encouraged many blunders—brutal
violence, predation, absence of law, etc. Then,
because the nature and the size of the stakes for
which Amazonia is at the core calls for thinking,
solutions, and commitments that go beyond
its basin. “Amazonia is not just the problem of
Amazonians.”
It is therefore legitimate to consider this issue as
“international.” But how can it be approached?
- The instruments of conventional diplomacy,
in the hands of states, have shown their limits:
it is therefore also necessary to imagine and
invent the proper institutional framework to
deal with the international dimension of this
singular area. This runs straight up against
national sensitivities. Resistance to change is
very strong, and none of the countries in which
the basin is included has any interest in letting
go of its sovereignty over Amazonia.
- What position is there for Brazil, which is
particularly sensitive about its sovereignty? The
country possesses close to 60% of Amazonian
surface area and an even greater share of its
resources, is practically hegemonic and cannot
be avoided as a key player. President Lula, in
particular, has taken an inflexible stand on the
question: “Amazonia is Brazilian” (see Appendix
2). Whatever happens, the country will have a
primary responsibility in managing this world
heritage. What about its willingness to play a global
role—at the Security Council, in the diplomatic
arena, at the World Trade Organization?
- It is therefore necessary to do serious work on
articulating the “local” and the “global.” What
should be the measure of subsidiarity between
the two? How far should regional integration be
pushed?
- Is the international dimension of Amazonia
limited to the “climate” dimension? If the
answer is “yes,” Amazonia runs the risk of being
forced to take on the function of carbon sink for
the planet.

Governance and democracy
The frequency of situations of illegality and
almost total impunity for infringements and
crimes is so much a part of the Amazonian

context that new ways of working have to be
found and implemented.
There are hubs of consensus regarding the weight
represented by the absence of governance.
Similarly, democracy as it is exercised today has
been challenged. There is a very high demand
for participation of the populations in the
determination of their fate. Democracy as a
strategy… “The caravan is part of the process.”

Zero deforestation?
“The forest standing is worth more that the forest
cut down,” is one of the main environmentalists’
slogans for Amazonia. What about the “zero

placing it under international tutelage
(as demanded by US environmentalist
groups)—relegates all social projects to
“Its conquest
the margins. The dissensions bursting
should be the
out around all new Amazonian projects
pedestal of a
are often the expression of the conflict
between a short-term improvement
common agenda
in people’s living conditions and genfor all progressive
erating long-term damages. What do
players.”
you tell local populations clamoring for
“development” and immediate jobs?
Conversely, an answer that puts excessive
priority on social criteria—employment,
production, etc.—is bound to backfire as the
ecological crisis imposes its agenda. We must stay
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land in Brazil. One practice, called “grilagem,” is
a plague for Amazonia.19  
But demand for land is also what seringueiros,
smallholders, indigenous communities, etc.
have in common.
Every land-related conflict thus often features a
condensed version of all Amazonian problems:
absence of governance, illegal practices, social
injustice, economic precariousness, environmental havoc, etc.
Nonetheless, nearly half of the surface
area of Amazonia is public land! This is
even one of the remarkable singularities
“We keep
of the territory. In particular, the lands of
repeating that
the Indians and the quilombolas, natural
reserves,
etc., are placed by law “outside
they have the
of the capitalist realm”! The process
solutions! What
through which indigenous territories
are we doing
were delimited have even contributed
strongly to the conservation of the
about it?”
forest.
This reality, even though it is contradictory, constitutes a legal basis, therefore a true
asset that can be relied on to draw up alternative
perspectives.
They could be articulated around the construction project of a “land of territories”—on
the basis of their resources (water, energy,
agriculture, internal organization, etc.), and as
a place for the determination of the players’
strategy, rooted in the history and culture of the
populations.
“Capitalism, on the other hand, has no territory.
When there is nothing left to rob, it goes and
practices predation elsewhere, moving with
great speed.” The territory criteria could thus
constitute a basis for discussion with the local
players to lay the foundations of an
innovative project.
It will have to rely on “more inclusive”
forms than the simple demarcation of
reserves or reservations, while taking
“Amazonia is
into account the existence of a mosaic
not just the
of differentiated uses, landscapes, and
accesses. How, then, can a soft exproblem of
ploitation of resources, biodiversity conAmazonians.”
servation (ecological corridors, etc.), the
need for roads, etc. be made to cohabit
with managing the territory as a form of
collective property?
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deforestation” proposal, spearheaded by an
organization like Greenpeace?
A purely environmentalist answer to the
Amazonian question—priority to protection of
the forest, to making it a sanctuary, or even to

on track and not elude the true environmental
question: any laissez-faire will have dramatic
consequences.
“2008 is 20 years after the adoption of the new
Brazilian Constitution and after the murder of
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“The conditions are innovative enough
to warrant integrating radical ecological
concepts in solution seeking.”
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Chico Mendes.” The 1988 Brazilian
Constitution states, for the first time,
“It is imperative
that “everyone has the right to an
to make headway
ecologically balanced environment”
and provides legislators with significant
in overcoming this
means to enforce this statement.
tension!”
The constitution also recognizes the
“collective rights” of the indigenous
populations over the land they have
occupied historically.
As for the action of Chico Mendes, it marks the
birth of the concept of “socio-environmentalism”
in Brazil. Twenty years later, this approach
is being increasingly questioned by “pure”
environmentalists. The debate between these

two conflicting positions must be put on the
table and worked out. “It is imperative to make
headway in overcoming this tension!”
Is the idea of “zero deforestation” a viable lead?
It certainly deserves to be examined because it
is a new alternative and it could lead to others.
If the “standing forest” is given a true economic
role, the proposal is not necessarily antisocial,
it can be consistent with the needs of the
populations. “The conditions are innovative
enough to warrant integrating radical ecological
concepts in solution seeking.” A few leads:
•  Make progress on the idea of a platform:
work on the answer to the ecological emergency and the consideration of social needs
simultaneously and together, with a view
to establishing a form of governance in
Amazonia. “Together, let us lay the foundations of a socio-environmental bloc fighting
against despair.”
•  Defend “zero” deforestation for the areas that
are still intact, and draw up an alternative
economic model for the populations already
living in the devastated zones.
•  The socio-environmental certification of
projects is a means to stabilize them in the
region. But it is imperative to increase the
quality and credibility of these labels: What
types of project? Who certifies? According to
what criteria? etc.

What about the cities?
The urban question can seem intrusive in this
discussion, a sort of corollary to Amazonian
predation. Yet it cannot be ignored: the majority
of the population of the region lives in urban
agglomerations. We have to avoid polarizing the
forest-cities issue into a dichotomy and work on
internalizing the question of urban zones in the
Amazonian issue.
Once the extremism of the project consisting
in turning the Amazon Basin into a sanctuary
has been excluded, would it be better to set up
sustainable “industries” in the already damaged
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urban areas or to also make a complete break
there and move instead toward the diversification
of economically sustainable alternatives?

A wanting awareness
How much political awareness is there in Brazil
and elsewhere in the world regarding the level and
complexity of the stakes involved in Amazonia?
There is very little. “At the World Social Forum
in Belém, where Amazonia should be the central
theme, it will be necessary to explain vigorously
that it is not about trees and boats!” 20   Discourse
and arguments need to be developed for the
media and public opinion (urban in particular),
especially to clear up myths and wrong ideas: for
instance, who knows that 70% of the wood that
is illegally exploited in Amazonia is consumed…
in Brazil?21

Notes
1   Other than a very few explicitly mentioned exceptions, the
“Amazonia” in reference here is the Brazilian Amazonia. Taking this
linguistic liberty, so to speak, was part of the debate, as shown in
what follows.
2  Cinnamon, the Eldorado quest, forestry, rubber trees, etc: this has
all been well documented, among others by Jean Soublin in Histoire
de l’Amazonie, Voyageurs Payot, 2000, or in Rêves d’Amazonie, coll.,
Hoëbeke, 2005.
3  Among others in the framework of the Complexo Madeira, on the
Rio Madeira, the main affluent of the Amazon.
4   Energy plants are farmed in the framework of the Projeto do
Distrito Florestal do Carajás.
5  A wave that builds up at the outlet of the Amazon when it meets
the incoming tide (a tidal bore).
6   This is a territory of nearly 1.7 million hectares at the borders
of Venezuela and Guyana, duly registered as indigenous territory
and therefore legally reserved for the exclusive usufruct of the five
peoples that have “always” lived there and whose total population
today is close to 20,000. Raposa Serra do Sol is nonetheless occupied
by rice growers who refuse to leave (even though they will be given
compensation). There are violence, military intervention, etc., and
above all, legal proceedings to dispute the attribution “of so much
land to a few natives,” the rural potentates’ recurrent argument
to dismantle one of the most original provisions of the Brazilian
Constitution of 1988, which has undertaken a process of land
attribution as indigenous territory (even though this is to take many
years…). Cancelling the official attribution of Raposa Serra do Sol
as indigenous territory could set a disastrous precedent for the Indian
communities.

There is a big awareness-raising job to
do, even in Amazonia. “When young
people there speak of their region, they
are not always aware of ‘being part’ of
it!” Places of dialog with the outside
world need to be opened locally.
It is therefore imperative to focus on
informing the public and on disseminating
the elements of the debate as broadly as
possible. A few guidelines:
•  launch a campaign for the “visualization” of the predatory model at work
in Amazonia;
•  develop “educational methods” on the
complexity of Amazonia.

7  Seringueiros are forest workers in charge of extracting rubber from
the trees, or “rubber tappers.” Chico Mendes militated for a respectful
exploitation of forest resources, in “extractive reserves” maintained
in such a way as to not destroy the balance of the ecosystems.
8  This refers to ecosystem mechanisms (growth of forests, absorption
by oceans, etc.) than can “sequester” carbon dioxide (CO2), the
main greenhouse gas responsible for global warming, and remove it
from the atmosphere.
9  Brazilian Portuguese uses without any negative connotation both
Indígena (indigenous) and Índio (Indian, different from Indiano, citizen
of India) to designate the “first populations” of the continent.
10  BNDES: Banco nacional de desenvolvimento econômico e social.
This federal Brazilian development bank, the vocation of which is to
finance major infrastructure projects, has significant resources.
11  Quilombolas are descendants of African slaves who escaped from
colonial farms and founded independent villages, called quilombos.
The Brazilian constitution of 1988 grants quilombolas rights on their
lands, as it does to indigenous populations.
12 Via Campesina is the main international coordination of farmers’
and rural movements; FETRAF (federation of workers in the familyfarming sector) is a movement with growing influence against
agribusiness, mainly active in the south of Brazil.
13  CPT (Comissão Pastoral da Terra) is a key historic player in the
defense of rural workers’ rights. It is a body of the Brazilian Episcopal
Commission (CNBB), to which the CIMI (Conselho indigenista
missionário) is also connected, fighting for the autonomy of Indians
and the definition of alternative projects for them.
14  Literally: residents. These are populations living in the immediate
vicinity of rivers, which are their main source of livelihood—through
fishing—with their unavoidable roads and paths.

“At the World Social
Forum in Belém,
where Amazonia
should be the central
theme, it will be
necessary to explain
vigorously that it is
not about trees and
boats!”
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Appendix 1
What Amazonia are we talking about?
How many different Amazonias are there, depending on the points of view and the interests
at stake? Approaches are highly formatted
by the views of the interested players. As a
consequence, the numbers on “Amazonia” can
differ considerably, because the Amazonia being
referred to is not always specified. The Amazonian
biotope, for instance, has no administrative
existence: What is its population?
It is therefore difficult to define the demographic
reality of this area, as shown by what follows.
This has political consequences. Moreover, for
budgetary reasons, the Brazilian institute of
geography and statistics, IGBE, simplifies in its
practice the population census of Amazonian
rural population, which it performs on the basis
of estimations.

Photo: Janduari Simões

Legal Amazonia
15  Unskilled workers mining generally for gold, in often deplorable
conditions.
16  Owners of a fazenda, a usually large-scale farm.
17   TNC is one of the most important US nature-conservation
organizations; Bunge and Cargill: two of the major US multinational
corporations controlling the soy market in Brazil.
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18  The Bolsa Floresta, called Forest Conservation Grant in English,
is an original initiative of the state of Amazonas: it sells, on the
international market for voluntary trading of CO2 emissions, “carbon
credits” generated by forest-conservation actions. The government
of Amazonas considers that it is possible to set up a fund of the order
of 1 billion dollars within five years. The “credits” will come from
(verified) non-deforestation commitments by families of ribeirinhos,
who will be then be given a monthly grant of 50 reals (about 30
dollars), the same amount given by the Bolsa família (Family Grant)
instituted by Lula to fight against hunger. Another part of the funds
will be invested in structural measures to reorient economic activities
to make them more environment-friendly.

19   Grilagem is a practice that consists in forging documents to
appropriate land illegally (forged documents, forged signatures,
pressure on small farmers, complicity of the land registries, etc.). In
a 2005 report, Greenpeace was even alarmed by an extremely juicy
market on the Internet (several hundred million euros of potential
transactions) involving fields of up to 2.3 million hectares in
Amazonian states! Many of the offers pointed out that the property
“did not have” duly registered documents at the land registry… An
example: one ad offered 900,000 hectares for sale in the township
of Canutama (Amazonas), i.e. 30% of its territory, which in fact
belongs, for 97% of it, to the Brazilian state!
20  The World Social Forum will be held in Belém from January 27
to February 1, 2009.
21  There is currently in Brazil a call to boycott illegal wood, beef
meat, and soy from deforested land in Amazonia.

For strategic and planning purposes, the Brazilian
government defined in 1953, under military
dictatorship, an “Amazônia legal” including
the following states: Acre, Amapá, Amazonas,
Mato Grosso, Pará, Rondônia, Roraima, and
Tocantins, as well as a portion of the Maranhão
and five townships in the Goiás. The set
was ascribed infrastructure and development
projects. The total area covers 5.2 million km2
and 59% of the national territory, and accounts
for about 21 million inhabitants.

North region
The five “regions” of Brazil are administrative
divisions, each including several states roughly
corresponding to “natural” regions of the
country; they serve as a basis for IGBE statistics.
Thus, the “Região Norte” (3 on the map)—
Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Pará, Rondônia,
Roraima and Tocantins, 3,851,560 km2, 45.2%
of the national territory, about 14.6 million
inhabitants—more or less covers the Brazilian
part of the Amazon Basin (which covers 49.3%
of the country).

The limits of geographical Amazonia

Source: NASA, WWF, Pfly.

The Amazonian biotope
Amazonia, as a biogeographical region, is a
huge sedimentary basin characterized by its
forest cover (within the yellow border on the
map) and a tropical equatorial climate. Surface
area: the figures vary from 6.3 to 7.5 million km2
(depending on whether the hydrographic basin,
the ecosystems, the initial forest cover, etc. are
considered), 60 to 65% of which are in Brazilian
territory.
Benefitting from annual average temperatures of
between 24 and 26° Celsius and from rainfall
up to 3,000 mm a year, the basin encloses 20%
of the fresh water flowing on the surface of the
planet, and its ecosystems (the Amazonian
biotope is not uniform) constitute the most
important reservoir of terrestrial biodiversity of
the planet.
About 17% of the forest surface has already
disappeared in 40 years, and 17% is considered
as very damaged.
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The spread of Amazonia’s agricultural frontier

Main protected zones in Amazonia

Indigenous reservations
Ecological conservation zones (federation)
Ecological conservation zones (state)
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Appendix 3
World Social Forum 2009:
Amazonia convenes us to renew
our commitment so that another
world is possible

Source: Ibama, Funai, Embrapa

The brown zones have between
10 and 50 inhabitants per km², at least.
Source: IGBE

Appendix 2
International Amazonia?
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In 2000, Cristovam Buarque told a story that
has since become famous. During a debate
organized in a US university, the future
Brazilian minister of education, at the time a
militant of the most radical wing of the Workers
Party (the PT, President Lula’s party), was
challenged by a student: What did he think
of the idea (advocated in particular by US
environmentalist groups) of placing Amazonia
under international tutelage in the name of
the interest represented for humankind by this
biotope and of the global stakes it signified—an
enormous reservoir of biodiversity and forest
resources, a climate-regulation nucleus, etc. “I
am expecting an answer from the humanist, not
the Brazilian,” specified the student.
Cristovam Buarque’s long, biting reply sped
around the world through the Internet, to the
delight of his compatriots but also of environmentalists fighting imperialism as much as the
deterioration of the forest.22 In substance, agreed
the political man, why not “internationalize”
Amazonia, which Brazil is having trouble

preventing from disappearing into smoke? But
then, he developed, should also come under
supranational governance or be made available
to humankind in order to escape the
inconsistency of irresponsible local entities, a
whole cohort of global “common goods”: oil
resources, but also all financial capital and the
nuclear stockpiles of the rich countries—the
power of which to destroy people goes beyond
that of forest operators by far—all the world’s
museums, which shelter incalculable wealth
produced by human genius, and even children,
the heritage of the human species. And as
ultimate conclusion: “As a humanist, I accept to
defend the internationalization of the world. So
long as the world treats me as a Brazilian, I will
fight so that our Amazonian Region will be ours.
Only ours.”
22   It was published in the Brazilian daily O Globo on
October 10, 2000, and can be read at www.cristovam.org.
br . In English, at http://1drop.wordpress.com/2008/05/07/
internationalization-of-the-world-cristovam-buarque/

FASE (Federation of organizations for social
promotion and education)
October 2007
“The World Social Forum is an open meeting
place for reflective thinking, democratic debate
of ideas, formulation of proposals, free exchange
of experiences and interlinking for effective
action, by groups and movements of civil
society that are opposed to neoliberalism and to
domination of the world by capital and any form
of imperialism, and are committed to building
a planetary society directed towards fruitful
relationships among Mankind and between it
and the Earth.” 23 To have chosen Amazonia as
the venue for the WSF in 2009 is worthy of the
WSF Charter of Principles.
FASE—solidarity and education—which has
been present in Brazilian Amazonia for more
than 40 years, is certain that the WSF will be
rewarding for the basin’s inhabitants and for all
those involved in the quest for projects for the
present and the future of the region. Moreover,
it is convinced that all those who will participate
in the process leading to the WSF in 2009, as
well as in the meeting itself, will leave Belém
with a renewed understanding of the necessary
alternatives for the world and stronger for
building it, because we believe that Amazonia
has something to tell the world and the WSF.
The fight for a sustainable, socially responsible,
and democratic Amazonia can already rely on the
forces of a vast ensemble of social movements,
organizations, cooperatives, and civil-society
organizations. Just in Brazil, we can mention
the following: Coordenação das Organizações
Indígenas da Amazônia Brasileira—coordination
of the indigenous organizations of Brazilian
Amazonia (COIAB); Grupo de Trabalho

Amazônico—group of Amazonian workers
(GTA); Conselho Nacional dos Seringueiros—
national rubber tappers union (CNS);
Federações de Trabalhadores e Trabalhadoras
na Agricultura—farm workers’ federation
(FETAG); Federações de Trabalhadores e
Trabalhadoras na Agricultura Familiar—familyfarm workers’ federation (FETRAS); Movimento
Nacional dos Pescadores—national fishworkers’
movement (MONAPE); Via Campesina (with
the MST—landless persons’ movement—and
the CPT—pastoral land commission, among
others); Movimento Interestadual Quebradeiras
de Coco Babaçu—interstate movement of
Babaçu coconut breakers; urban grassroots
movements, women’s movements, movements
of descendants of runaway slaves, NGOs, social
pastorals, etc. Practically all of these organizations
are federated into networks and forums, i.e.,
Articulação Nacional de Agroecologia—national articulation of agro-ecology (ANAAmazônia), Fórum da Amazônia Oriental—
eastern Amazonia forum (FAOR), Fórum da
Amazônia Ocidental—western Amazonia forum (FAOC), Fórum Mato-grossense de Meio
Ambiente e Desenvolvimento—forum for the
environment and the development of the Mato
Grosso (FORMAD), Fórum de Mulheres da
Amazônia Paraense—forum of the women of
the Pará Amazonia, Fórum Nacional de Reforma
Urbana—national forum for urban reform
(FNRU), regional forums of solidarity economy,
the Brazilian NGO association (ABONGAmazônia). All of these forces show not only
their great diversity, plurality, and vitality, but
also their capacity for dialog, for uniting, and
for setting up future alternatives by wagering
on socio-environmental justice, considering
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the aspirations of every sector, and reinforcing
a common vision and destiny.
This multiplicity of organizations reflects a
very diverse population and territory; zones
of complete conservation, national forests,
areas intended for sustainable use, forestry
and marine reserves, indigenous land, human
settlements, colonization areas, land of descendants of runaway slaves, sustainable-management forest zones, properties acquired a
long time ago by residents and miners, fields
acquired by smallholders who migrated in
the past decades alongside lakes, rivers and
tributaries, metropolitan regions, small and medium-sized cities, urban agglomerations built
around large companies, claimstakers’ cities, riparian communities, agricultural villages. The
population of Amazonia—women, men, and
children, in particular indigenous peoples and
ancestral populations (descendants of runaway
slaves, riparian populations, and traditional
fishworkers, rubber tappers, chestnut and forestessence gatherers, Babaçu coconut breakers,
etc.)—represents an enormous cultural wealth
and an inestimable heritage for Brazil. It should
not be seen as reminiscences of the past; on
the contrary, the populations have constantly
adapted and, if they are granted the appropriate
means, they will be able to play a crucial role
in a project for Amazonia. Neither can they be
dissociated from the cities in Amazonia. Most city
dwellers are still very close to their surrounding
environment and very sensitive to it.
Facing the accelerated reduction of biodiversity
and the climate crisis, which is already bringing
about climate-related situations of injustice
especially affecting those who have the least
resources, Amazonia remains one of the last
regions in the world that is still relatively
preserved. It is all the more valuable for the
maintenance of biodiversity, as well as for the
positive influence it can exercise on continental
rainfall and on the climate at the scale of the
continent and the world, provided that the
forest is conserved—but it will be a negative
influence if it is destroyed and burnt. In this
sense, it must be seen as indispensable to human
life, such that its preservation as well as that of
the quality of life of its populations constitute a
challenge that not only Brazilians but also the
rest of world’s populations need to take up.
One of the most important battles between rich
countries and countries of the South is being
played out around the destiny of Amazonia, a
war that will also determine the responsibility
falling on every country in the unavoidable

distribution of the costs of the environmental
crisis and of the catastrophic global climate
changes. The most powerful states, with their
production and consumption standards, which
are anything but sustainable, have enormous
financial, technological, and military resources
and they will not easily give up control over
Amazonia, this in the name of the common
good. They are attempting to reproduce, to the
detriment of our countries, their untenable fivecentury-old standards of existence and practices
aiming to despoil the countries of South America
of their wealth and energy resources.
However, as much the countries that make up
the Amazon Basin as their indigenous peoples,
their traditional populations, and all those who
have lived in the region for scores, hundreds,
or thousands of years, all of them refuse any
outside interference in Amazonia. Resistance of
the indigenous peoples and the autochthonous
populations is based on the conviction that
so far, they are the ones who have taken care
of the forest and its biodiversity, and that
without them, if they were to be excluded
and marginalized, the forest, the bush, and
the waters would eventually disappear or
become impoverished. They remind us that
these peoples, with lifestyles that development
ideology has judged as outdated or worthy of the
past, have a voice in our future. They challenge
the sense of this development and question the
meaning of wealth and that of poverty. With
their great diversity, their multiple ways of
managing natural resources and their various
ways of considering the future, the multiplicity
and creativeness of the alternatives they are
drawing up and have already implemented, they
are telling us that the future does not depend on
only one, faltering form of development, but on
multiple forms of life and society.
In the name of development, progress, and
employment, the Amazon Basin is at the mercy
of destructive fury. Roads, ducts, electricenergy conveyers are being planned or are
already crossing the region to take the wealth
of our territories into the global markets. We are
attending the construction, at an accelerated
pace, of hydroelectric dams, the exploitation of
oil and gas, ore, wood, other forest and water
products, and the expansion of cattle breeding
and soy farms and other commodities intended
for agrofuel (sugar cane, palm, and eucalyptus),
as well as of agribusiness, the steel industry, and
aluminum factories. The idea being imposed is
that the minority should be sacrificed in the name
of general progress, and that the environment
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must not hinder development. Worse yet, those
who, all too eager to keep their markets, are
destroying the environment, biodiversity, and
socio-diversity all at the same time, putting
into difficulty the sustainability of the local
peoples and populations, are also claiming to be
champions of sustainable development via mega
propaganda advertising. Amazonia is inviting us
to unmask this development ideology.
The Amazon Basin is in the process of being
invaded by the IIRSA program—Initiative for
Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South
America—implemented by the governments
of the region and multilateral banks. For this
program, Amazonia is both an obstacle to
routing products and commodities toward Asia,
North America, and Europe via the Pacific, the
Caribbean, or the Atlantic, and a depository
and producer of commodities and raw material.
As a result, our soils, our forests, our waters,
the suffering and blood of our peoples and
our populations are the subjects of export.
Amazonians would also like energy, waterways,
and roads for themselves. They would also like
to have access to the material possessions that
will integrate them into today’s world, and that
all the peoples of the world should have the
same rights. They know that for this to happen,
it is indispensable for them to have minerals
and industries. Yet what challenges them is
the fact that their wealth goes away to make a
minority richer and to perpetuate an unhealthy
production and consumption model.
The economic players present in the region,
directly or indirectly, are showing that international capital is often in the hands of people
and national economic sectors maintaining a
mentality of conquering adventurers and slave
drivers. In the forest and in the damaged or
deforested zones, violence is rampant—land
stolen and burnt, evictions, discrimination and
racism, restriction of freedom, slavery, murders,
ethnocide ... and the victims of this violence are

persons, communities, and peoples. How can we
not understand that behind the development
ideal that industrial civilization so enjoys
promising us, the same colonial and class war
of many centuries is being reproduced? Our life
experience in Amazonia teaches us that we will
make no progress on the road to peace, to the
respect of Human Rights and of equality, until
we know how to build within our societies a
project for the future that is different than the
one they call “development.”
Amazonia is the depository of biological and
genetic resources, still largely unknown but
beyond doubt valuable for humankind; its peoples are the possessors of centennial and millennial knowledge on this life. These resources
and this knowledge are the cause of the cupidity
of the big companies standing at the front of the
stage with their implacable quest for the
privatization of living organisms and of knowledge. The indigenous peoples, and after them
the population rooted in the region, teach us
that life is a gift and that we are part of the
nourishing Earth. Private appropriation of life is
inconceivable, since it is made to be shared.
Amazonia calls on us to refuse with vigor the
rationale of the market, and of multinational
corporations and the official international organizations at their service, and to focus our
concerns on the reconstruction of the planet,
humankind, and new libertarian paradigms such
as solidarity, equality, the recognition of diversity, respect of differences, responsibility, the
need to take care. FASE considers that the WSF
2009 in Amazonia will be a historic opportunity
to bring new blood to struggles, visions, and
projects for the future, to all those who believe
that another world is possible… and that the
current conflicts and perspectives in Amazonia
are the expression and the summary of the great
challenges for this other world.
23  WSF Charter of Principles, 2001
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Afterword
its first title, “What Brazil Does the World
Need?”). It became quickly apparent, however,
that the theme of Amazonia presented, even
more than Brazil, special appeal for our debate
on world governance. It was therefore on this
subject that we met for two days in the spring of
2008 with IBASE and thirty or so representatives
of civil society closely involved with the
Amazonian issue.

Amazonia and World
Governance

In their respective texts, Cândido Grzybowski
and Patrick Piro provided us with remarkable
analyses of the issues and debates that fueled
the seminar. I will not, therefore, claim to add
anything here to a discussion that they master
infinitely better than I do. Nevertheless, as
the seminar is also part of a larger project, it is
important to determine in what ways Brazil and
Amazonia are connected to world governance.
This will be the subject of this afterword.

A r n a u d B l in  

World governance
First, what is “world governance,” which
the public generally associates either with
the United Nations, or with a supranational
government? Putting it simply and beyond academic definitions, it could be said that world
governance is nothing more and nothing less
than the collective management of our planet,
in its political and economic aspects, but also in
its social, human, and environmental ones.
Photo: Miguel Chikaoka
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Coordinator, Forum
for a new World
Governance. Specializing
in international relations
and history of conflicts,
he is the author of
numerous books
including A History of
Terrorism, from Antiquity
to Al-Qaeda, University of
California Press, 2007.

W

hen we launched the Forum for a new
World Governance project in late 2007
with Gustavo Marin, it was established
from our first meeting, in Coubron near Paris,
that a project such as this could not claim any
legitimacy unless it was battled out on the field of
the concrete problems that, from the local to the
global—following the well-known expression—
are the fabric of “world governance.” Among the
dozen or so key regions that we identified, Brazil
clearly stood at the top of the list, because of the

country’s importance, its vitality, its capacity to
rethink social organization, the fact that it makes
up a large part of Amazonia, and also because
Brazil is where the World Social Forum (WSF)
was born. It was more than logical, therefore,
that our long, worldwide journey should start
here, with our friends from IBASE (Brazilian
Institute of Social and Economic Analyses),
a key WSF player. The seminar, finally called
“What Amazonia Does the World Need?”, was
originally focused on Brazil (as suggested by

The fact that we now talk about world governance
and no longer exclusively of “international
relations” shows the epistemological path traveled in a just few years, which has significantly
modified the vision we have of our place in
an environment that has suddenly become
considerably broader. Globalization is first and
foremost a fantastic explosion of the space
within which individuals and communities
move about. For many centuries, this space was
combined with the narrow framework of the
nation-state, the latter encompassing, in quasihermetic frontiers, the physical and mental field
of the individual.
The modern state is a political construction
with its economic, social, and cultural specificities where the “national” aspect takes precedence over everything else. Until very recently,
that is to say until the late twentieth century, all

of humankind’s problems were seen through the
prism of the state, the only body apt to resolve
problems within a country, as well as problems
among countries. A variety of world-governance
regimes have been established over the centuries
and continents, none of which, however, has
ever succeeded in resolving one of the simpler
(in theory) and more arduous (in practice) of
problems: war. Although human beings do
transcend their own space, they only do so for
petty nationalistic and bellicose reasons:
conquering the moon is a direct byproduct of
the Cold War symbolized by the spectacular, but
in a sense pathetic, unfurling of the United
States banner on lunar soil. In another domain,
the considerable breakthroughs in physical
science accomplished at the beginning of the
twentieth century that led to decomposing the
atom also led, tragically, to the nuclear bomb, to
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As for the great
ideological, universalistic momentum of a
nineteenth century attempting to free itself
from its tight iron collar, it led, miserably, to the
Siberian gulags.
Historically, the resolution of “international”
issues has always been accomplished through the
state. The emergence of the West in the sixteenth
century put an end to the hegemony of the great
empires that had dominated geopolitical space
for thousands of years. After a trial and error
period, Europe managed to establish a system in
the seventeenth century that relied on political
hegemony (of the countries belonging to the
system), on the absolute respect of national
sovereignty (of the members of the system),
and on the balance of (major) powers. It is
this system that allowed Europeans to colonize
a good part of the planet while imposing, for
better or for worse, their model of political,
economic, and social organization. The United
Nations Organization is, in some ways, a continuation of this system even if “collective
security” has replaced the balance of powers and
all member states are theoretically equal in the
eyes of (international) law. Moreover, the UN
is, above all, a conglomerate of states (192 in
2008). Although it is waning, it is not doing so
in institutional terms, but rather because it does
nothing more than express the will, or absence
of will, of its member states. After World War II,
the Cold War upheld a new interstate system
that, like its predecessors, manifested itself via the
game of balancing the major powers, themselves
using alliances of interests to establish their
hegemony and to contain the enemy.
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Four events came together that considerably
modified the grand chessboard: the crumbling
of the USSR, the globalization of its effects,
awareness of threats to the environment, and
the democratization of the geopolitical world,
which favored, among others, the emergence
of a global civil society. These major events or
movements came together and led, at the turn
of the century, to a historical breakdown, the
full significance of which is still difficult for us to
understand. Today’s great difficulty is to define
the new rules of a game that has changed but
that continues to see the former leading powers
occupying center stage.
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The first consequence of this shift is a flagrant
inability to apprehend and resolve the issues
with which we are now faced, issues considerably
different from those that had previously kept
us busy and were summed up by many to be a
war-peace dichotomy. To complicate our vision,
already quite muddled by the new reality, a
series of events have dominated the media
these past years, preventing us from projecting
ourselves toward a future that, in fact, is already
here. The Islamist attacks, the war on Iraq,
more recently the raid of Russian troops in
Georgia, are all events that, important as they
may be, historically belong to the world of
yesteryear. All are a consequence of Cold War
confrontations; all obey the laws that reacted
to traditional power struggles in the past. Yet
if the world is to change, it is imperative that
new modi operandi be established. If in the
past we talked of “regimes” or of international
“systems,” then the new “world governance”
can do no differently than to operate in the form
of networks and partnerships among players: the
legitimacy of this construction finds its source in
the active, all-around promotion of citizenship
and democracy, the relevance of established
institutional agencies, and the articulation of
scales of governance allowing this architecture
to work and to address the vast range of issues
that will confront us in the future.
It is thus in this perspective that we launched
the Forum for a new World Governance,
aiming not only to identify new ways of global
governance and the players participating in it,
but also of to find the means to make them work.
At first glance, Brazil seemed to us a particularly
favorable ground for an initial debate on world
governance because of the complexity that
characterizes this country and because today, in
spite of the criticism that can be directed at its

government, the country is seeking innovative
solutions to issues that are affecting a shifting
society, one that reflects the world society that is
taking full shape in the twenty-first century and,
as emphasized by Cândido Grzybowski, needs to
grapple with a “crisis of civilization.”

The emergence of Brazil
In this new context and in this effervescent
world, the role that Brazil needs to play seems
all the more important. By its size, economic
vitality, complexity, and geographical position,
Brazil conforms to the new physical norms of
emerging states, which, following the example
of China and India, are of a continental
scale. Although we know that the “clash of
civilizations” is fiction—or at least an anachronism—the world of tomorrow will probably
be redrawn as a realignment of the major
geostrategic regions. Brazil, a continental state
or almost, corresponds to the new model.
Contrary to China, Brazil has accomplished not
only an economic modernization, but a political
and social one as well. Comparatively, it is the
only country of this size—Chile is another
textbook case, but with more modest physical
proportions and great social homogeneity—to
have accomplished so much in so many areas.
Even so, Brazilian growth has not occurred
without side effects, effects that are added to
the malfunctioning inherited from the past—for
example, blatant social and economic inequalities
or even the inheritance of colonialism—and
make Brazil one of the microcosms of postindustrial modernization. In fact, today’s greatest
threats, and possibly tomorrow’s as well, are
highlighted and exacerbated in contemporary
Brazil, whether in the area of chronic insecurity
and all the evils related to rapid urbanization, in
that of environmental threats, or in the difficulty
in reducing the gap between rich and poor, or
even between underdeveloped and industrial
regions.
For the post-Cold War image of the world,
Brazil is seeking its place within a planet that
is changing as quickly as the country itself. The
academic debates on geopolitical paradigms—
with, for example, a revived interest in
realpolitik—or geoeconomic paradigms—with
discussions on the dependence theory, on the
neoliberal or the Third Way model, etc.—that
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have taken place in the past few years in Brazil
symbolize this quest for a world vision that
would make it possible to foresee Brazil’s place
in the new world.
Brazil’s role is just as interesting in geopolitical
terms, especially in view of the comparative
regression that has been hitting the United
States for a few years now—a regression that,
without necessarily signifying the “end of the
Empire,” affects a certain number of areas, as
much political ones (Human Rights and liberties
in jeopardy; the electoral crisis in 2000), as social
(healthcare and welfare crisis, the meritocracy
and social-promotion system being challenged, a
number of social entitlements being challenged
or rejected), economic (housing crisis, debt),
and even scientific ones (with emerging powers
taking a relative lead in the realm of science).
More visible, although more easily reversible,
US foreign policy since George W. Bush’s
election in 2000 has proven disastrous, striking
a serious blow to the international credibility of
the United States, including in Latin America
where Washington’s reputation was already far
from irreproachable …
Brazil’s intrinsic progression, the growing
prestige and notoriety it won with the accession
of a former union activist to the presidency—
however much we might reprove Lula’s
political implementation—have contributed
to considerably modifying the geostrategic
configuration of the American continent and,
consequently, of the planet as a whole. As a
result, Brazil is gaining power and definitively
imposing itself as the privileged partner of the
United States in South America, a partner
that can henceforth serve to offset the Giant of
the North (contrary to Venezuela) and is also
the key element the United States absolutely
needs if it wishes to continue to weigh upon
the continent’s destiny, or even to counter the
regional “interference” of increasingly active
elements such as China.
More important still, Brazil presents to the
world a different model—notably different from
the US model—also appreciably attractive,
especially from a comparative point of view.
As a “Southern” country, although having a
colonial past that in some ways calls to mind
that of the United States, Brazil has the incomparable advantage of being disassociated in
spirit from the Northern countries and other
nations that, in the near or distant past, have
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manifested an imperialistic approach. In a
world where Europe, the United States, China,
Iran, the “Islamic world,” and even India have,
for various reasons, limited powers of global
attraction, Brazil imparts qualities that lend a
particular force to its model.
Thus, as much from a practical as a symbolic
point of view—and in this area the image of
the successful ethnic Brazilian melting pot is
a strong, arresting one since its theorization
and popularization by Gilberto Freyre—Brazil
today offers an attractive example, precisely at
a time when the planet is in search of models
combining modernization, integration, social
and environmental protection, and also quality
of life. The fact that Brazil is also confronted
by a whole series of difficult issues makes this
model all the more human, while our faith in
the ideal of progress is not as strong as it was
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at the time of the Enlightenment or during
the Golden Age of socialistic ideologies. And,
contrary to the French and American models
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
and to the Communist models of the twentieth
century, today’s quest for a “universal” model
rejects the notion of a hegemonic model. In this
sense, Brazil is possibly the model that the world
needs today.

Amazonia, the world’s
laboratory?
It is by historical chance, following the famous
treaty of Tordesillas that saw the popes divide
the yet-to-be-explored American continent
between the two Iberian powers, that Brazil,
after Portugal, inherited the “lung” of the planet,
Amazonia, a name that evokes the legendary
female warriors of Greek mythology whom the
first conquistadors believed to have seen on
the banks of the great river. In every respect,
Amazonia is an example of excessiveness, more
so even than Brazil.
This may be the reason why the focus of this
seminar, initially on the country of Brazil,
gradually shifted to become a debate on
Amazonia where Brazil, in the end, moved to
the background.
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When all is said and done, in fixing our focus on
Brazil in the beginning, in a way we were guilty
of perceiving the world in the anachronous
manner of privileging a state or a nation rather
than a society or a territory. It is obvious that
Amazonian set of problems goes beyond the
Brazilian framework. It is richer, more interesting,
and even more complex because it calls upon
another mental realm and other modi operandi
than those to which we are accustomed. And, as
Patrick Piro suggests, “there has been practically
no work done on the future of Amazonia.” The
facts speak for themselves, but they allow us to
take a fresh theoretical start because, once again
according to Piro, Amazonia is one of those
places where the debate on post-capitalism is
most strongly expressed.
Post-capitalism, “post-nation-state”: we know
that the world is changing. Nevertheless, two
issues crop up. First, historical breaks are but
partial: residues of the past have survived to form
an enduring substratum at the formation of our
“civilizational plates.” When there is a break,

the methods of the past remain well-rooted for a
while, and we are required to live with this heavy
baggage, which, moreover, is indispensable
as it prevents our preexisting structures from
crumbling in one fell swoop: break is not
revolution. Moreover, it is excessively difficult
to speculate about the future, which, on top of it
all, is global. The sum of local solutions does not
constitute a global solution. Although we need
concrete solutions, we also need to develop a
coherent view on the new forms of governance.
Concrete solutions hailing from Amazonia
that can be applied to other contexts can help
us to develop this view, but we must take this
further. The role of players is essential. In this
perspective, it is not excessive to call to mind
certain elements of the strategies elaborated in
the course of the seminar:
•  to promote a system of checks and balances
that will offset the ultra-dominant bloc of
destroyers;
•  to promote international alliances while
reinforcing local players;
• to help bring indigenous communities and
social movements together.
We see that this approach can also be applied
in a global dimension, based on a number of key
principles of democratic governance, starting
with the principle of checks and balances, which
is what the Founding Fathers of the United
States made the cornerstone of their political
system. The importance of the principle of
checks and balances cannot be overestimated in
today’s age of globalization, and we could note
in passing that its lessons have been forgotten
by the US leaders of the last ten years. Checks
and balances, however, are difficult to set up
in closed political systems and even more
complicated to implement in open systems,
i.e. those that do not have a viable governance
regime, such as Amazonia and the world as a
whole. It is easier to set up systems of alliance,
but such systems have a limited scope. We also
observe that at the state level, governments are
slaves to the demands of economic predators,
whose interests, of course, run counter to the
general interest, despite the insistent rhetoric
of “economic growth” expected to serve the
happiness of all humankind.
Developing systems of checks and balances
is therefore as vital to the future of global
governance as it is for Amazonia. What checks
and balances? The standard list is easy to draw
up: an effective legal system, well-adapted
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legislation, stronger trade unions, a greater role
for civil society, etc. Their implementation is
more difficult. Who implements? With whom?
How? With what means? Once again, states
play an ambiguous role in this area. Even with
someone like Lula, we can see that governments
get bogged down in their own political rationales
and, when all is said and done, that they have
extremely little elbowroom. The priority of states
is to protect citizens and communities against
predators of course, but in the long run, also
against themselves. At the scale of Amazonia,
we can see how difficult it is to accomplish this
first, essential task. For example, the land issue,
which crystallizes all the failings of Amazonian
governance, could be the very symbol of the
negligence of public authorities.
At the macropolitical scale, the 9 “Amazonian”
countries’ difficulty in designing a common
strategy for Amazonia shows how difficult it
will be for 200 states to agree on the future of
the planet. Paradoxically, although the state is
an essential element of governance, it is also
an obstacle to good governance. Checks and

balances first need to be developed to limit the
role of the state and at the same time help it
to carry out its tasks properly. On the field, the
successive policies that have fraught Amazonia’s
recent history with failures have heightened
mutual suspicion. Here again, mentalities will
need to evolve.
One thing is certain, however: “internationalization” of Amazonia seems, at least in the
medium term, nonviable, even unacceptable.
Amazonia, like all other world territories (oceans
excepted), “belongs” to nine different states, for
better or for worse, and outside “contributions”
to it have essentially been of the order of
predation. Notwithstanding, and without overriding the national-sovereignty prerogatives
of Brazil, Peru, and the other Amazonian
countries, it is imperative that the international
community support the Amazonian project,
financially as well as technically, and even
morally, by becoming more involved in the
various projects and initiatives undertaken by
the governments—both local and national—by
the communities, and by both nonprofit and
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nongovernmental organizations. Active support
can take on many different forms and could at
some point be coordinated by an international
umbrella agency set up for this purpose, whether
within the UN system or not.
Beyond traditional projects, a policy aiming at
articulating networks and initiatives constitutes
a priority, and an agency of this kind could
very well be put in charge of implementing
it. All the same, the ways in which support is
afforded has to take national pride into account.
If support is properly organized, it can increase
and improve government involvement. Here
again, and to limit the inevitable perverse
effects, it is important to give a lot of thought to
how support is implemented and to coordinate
efforts with governments, as well as, above all,
with locally established organizations. We know
how much NGOs and international agencies
can complicate a situation that they are basically
assumed to improve.
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Amazonia is many things. From a world-governance perspective, it is in a way an enormous
laboratory. Among other things, Amazonia
enables a detailed examination of the negative
effects of productivism and of the different forms
of environmental packaging it can hide behind,
including “sustainable development.” Galloping
urbanization, Human Rights violations, the
many different types of conflicts (14 different
types of conflicts have been identified within
the hundreds of cases observed in Amazonia),
protection of indigenous populations and their
active participation in local governance: these
are among the many Amazonian challenges
also affecting the planet as a whole, not to
mention the environment. The hosts of local
initiatives, including among the indigenous
populations, are however what may be most
interesting in Amazonia in that they testify
to the real, concrete possibility of a different
form of organization that combines a healthy
local economy, good social cohesion, and a
true model of sustainable development—this
time not disguised as something else. All of this
makes Amazonia “a territory of solutions.”
More generally speaking, the Amazonian
issue helps to raise a number of fundamental
questions on the future of humankind, the
first—major—issue being that of social justice.
In other words, how do we build a new model of
civilization that promotes social justice? How do
we set up a new social architecture that allows
us to live together? Thinkers like John Rawls

have cleared the philosophical field by offering
new theories of social justice. Public opinion is
beginning to follow suit by putting forth new
demands in this area. The hardest is yet to
come: setting up systems that protect the weak
and level out the more flagrant economic and
social differences. Social justice is not restricted
to borders, however, and here again, a world
divided into nations is in itself an injustice
because just being born in one place rather than
in another determines individuals’ fates as they
are not free to move about as they like, even if
they have the means to do so, and do not have
access to the same resources as their neighbors
on the other side of the border. Amazonia and its
extranational dimension can open up a number
of  interesting fields since the notion of borders
is, by the nature of things, much more flexible
here than elsewhere.
The Amazonian case puts another enduring
notion of the history of civilizations back on
the floor: private property. The different crises
shaking up the Amazonian people force us to
rethink the concept of “private property” and to
introduce, or re-introduce, other concepts such
as “peoples’ territory” or even “life territory”
without having to resort, as we have formerly,
to a Marxist interpretation of history and
private property, which can be problematic.
Once again, what needs to be rethought is
the collective management of territories in its
many dimensions. Private property, like social
injustice, may very well not be rooted in nature:
this is an idea the industrialized world will have
a hard time internalizing since it challenges the
very fundamentals of the liberal system.
Amazonia allows us to reflect on another emerging concept, the “responsibility to protect.” This
concept (which follows up on the famous “right
of humanitarian intervention” that in the 1990s
threw into the ring another notion set in stone,
the “indivisibility of national sovereignty”) has
been used so far to try to protect populations
endangered by civil wars. “Responsibility to
protect” could also extend to the protection of
peoples weakened by economic predation. Why
not, then, enlarge the perspective to encompass
responsibility to protect the environment?
How? Here again, how to implement this type of
action remains extremely fuzzy, all the more so
that we are facing powerful interest groups and
players who do not, in any way, wish to have
their actions fettered.
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Otherwise, in Amazonia as in the world as a
whole, it is important to make a clear distinction
between that which should be done and that
which can be done. This distinction is in fact
not unrelated to the differentiation between
short- and medium-term strategies on the one
hand, and long-term strategies on the other. It
may be vital to not be afraid of developing a
Utopian view for the future of Amazonia, and
of the planet, but it is just as important to define
strategies that allow us to address the immediate
reality. We believe that this requires three types
of very concrete approaches, which are those
in fact that served as a structural base for the

proposals resulting from our seminar: systemizing
what already exists and has already been done;
articulating and building alliances at the local,
regional, and planetary levels; and communicating
and disseminating this information.
Without going into details here on these three
approaches, the WSF can serve as catalyst to
develop this three-pronged strategy by putting
a number of concrete proposals on the floor for
the future of Amazonia. The stakes are high: the
future of Amazonia could foreshadow, and even
determine, the future of the rest of the world.
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Methodology
and Conceptual Mapping

The seminar deliberately moved away from the
classic conference format that features a number
of lectures of varying lengths given by speakers
selected by the organizers to an assembly, possibly
ending with a question-and-answer period.
A month before the seminar, two documents
describing the issues were sent to all the expected
participants. The program was presented the day
before the opening of the two-day seminar, which
discussed the following questions (Patrick Piro’s
seminar report takes up the same three questions):
I. Amazonia: Hereditary flaws, urgent problems, emerging questions
II. The players and their strategies
III. Moving toward a new civilization model
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There were no long lectures nor experts’
presentations during the seminar. Each session
was opened by one or two facilitators who
volunteered from among the participants
themselves. Then groups made up of five or six
persons sitting close to one another were formed
within the room. After a 15-minute discussion
for the purposes of identifying the essential
questions, the main lines of the debate, and the
proposals, the groups opened up to continue as
part of a plenary session.
One member from each group “pasted” on the
wall the ideas or concepts resulting from the first
discussion. Once the ideas of all the groups were
displayed on the wall, there was a 30-minute
break, during which the facilitators prepared
an introduction to the plenary session on the
basis of a new conceptual map, reorganized
around three or four ideas aiming to provide a
somewhat articulated overview of the collective
thinking, and also highlighting the points that
seemed unclear or contradictory.
Discussion, often enlivened by diverging views,
continued for about two hours with short
contributions from every participant. Two note
takers recorded the discussions.

Following are three conceptual maps. They are
not the exact copies of the maps pasted on the
wall during the seminar; their aim is to show the
wealth of ideas that were produced. It should be
possible to identify in them the ideas, proposals,
and concepts developed in the seminar report
and in the other documents included in this
publication.
The first map groups the concepts around the
three questions programmed and discussed
during the seminar: the stakes, the players, and
proposals for a new civilization model. The
second is presented in terms of a few governance
principles: legitimacy, citizenship, the relevance
of institutional arrangements, partnerships,
and the articulation of scales of governance.
The third displays the concepts in terms of the
different fields of governance: politics, ecology,
economy and society, peace and security, and
ethics-science-education-communication.
At first sight, the conceptual maps may seem
strange because, unlike written texts, they are
not meant to be read from left to right and from
the top down. A map can be read in circles, the
reading can cut across terms that are closely
associated or distant from one another. This
enables relating concepts with one another,
which facilitates a cross-cutting analysis. The
conceptual maps can thus be offered as a
supplement to the meeting report.
During the seminar, the form of the maps was
determined by the pieces of paper pasted on the
wall. The maps presented in this publication
were produced by using the Desmodo software
developed by Exemole (www.desmodo.net) and
their layout was authored by Natalia Massa,
Web designer for the Forum for a new World
Governance (info@world-governance.org).
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Does the World Need?
Although Amazonia is a concentrate of all possible dangers, not only
to its inhabitants but also for the planet’s ecological balances, it also
represents a territory for life and the future. The game is not over. In
this dawning of the twenty-first century, it is poised to become one of
those essential places where humankind will find the biological, political, and cultural resources of a new world governance and of a new
relationship with the biosphere and among all peoples, founded on dignity and solidarity.
Here is the challenge: to place Amazonia in the debate on building
another world, a world of social and lasting justice, of equality and diversity, of citizens’ rights to shared responsibilities.
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