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ABSTRACT 
 

Considered an innovation because of its capacity to develop transnational processes, the 
World Social Forum however also has strong local roots as well as effects on 
organizational models and collective identities at the domestic level. Focusing on the 
Italian case, this article shows how local social forums, as arenas for exchanges of ideas, 
played a cognitive role in the import, but also the translation of new ideas, as well as 
helping the emergence of dense network structures and tolerant identities. The first 
section of the article examines how local social forums contributed to innovation in the 
organizational formulas of the Global Justice Movement -- considering both structure 
(organizations) and process (methodologies) aspects—through the development of 
different, more participatory conceptions of internal decision making. It then addresses 
the innovations in the definition of collective identities, stressing the linkages of local 
struggles and global framing as well as the development of a cross-issue discourse 
around an anti-neoliberal frame. The final section will discuss the contribution of local 
social forums to contemporary social movements, stressing the role of these new arenas 
for the cross-fertilization among different movement families and spreading a method of 
working together that becomes part of the repertoire of action of local social movement 
organizations. The empirical research consists mainly of in-depth interviews and focus 
groups with activists from social movement organizations which were involved in local 
social forums. 

 

                                                 
1 The empirical research for this article was conducted as part of the research project on “I social forum in 
Italia, Francia e Germania: tre diversi modelli di mobilitazione” (Social forums in Italy, France and 
Germany: three different models of mobilization) which is part of the more general project “Scienza 
politica e scienze cognitive. Nuovi paradigmi deliberativi per far fronte all’incertezza dei problemi poco 
strutturati” (Political science and cognitive sciences. New deliberative paradigms to face uncertainty in 
low structured problems), coordinated by Massimo Bonanni and financed by the Italian Ministry for the 
University and Research, and the research project DEMOS (Democracy in Europe and the Mobilization 
of the Society, http://demos.eui.eu), financed by the European Commission.  Although the authors share 
responsibility for the whole article, Lorenzo Mosca wrote sections 1 and 2 and Donatella della Porta 
wrote sections 3 and 4. We wish to thank the editors of this special issue of the Journal of World-Systems 
Research and two anonymous referees for their useful comments on a previous version of this article. 


