ASEM 2000

People’s Action and Solidarity Challenging Globalization 

NOTE: the speech is structured as follows:

I. moment of silence

II. importance of understanding holistic picture

III. right means, not just right ends

IV. importance of drawing on unique historical traditions

To begin my speech on a Buddhist perspective on development I would like to start with a moment of silent meditation focusing on our breathing.  

Awareness of oneself and one’s environment is central to the Buddhist worldview. There is a belief that inward reflection through breathing and meditation leads to a feeling of calmness. The Buddha said that tranquility is the most important prerequisite for self-cultivation and self-criticism, for the true understanding of the self without delusions.  It should be pointed out that understanding is different from intellectual knowledge, since it is filtered through both the heart and the mind. As we strategize and theorize about resisting globalization, we must always be aware of the limitations of intellectual knowledge and not become so entrenched in critical thinking that we lose touch with our hearts.

 
The sense of peace gained through meditation and self-reflections helps us to reduce selfish desires and reconstitute consciousness about the interconnectedness of all sentient beings.  Realizing interconnectedness we are then moved to act with wisdom and compassion to end suffering and all forms of structural violence. This understanding about the power of mindfulness and the relationship between individual and collective wellbeing is very similar to a Buddhist perspective on the relationship between individual change and material development. As we come to understand the nature of interconnectedness we come to experience what the well-known Buddhist monk, Thich Naht Hanh has called “interbeing”. Interbeing is the awareness that there is no monolithic or permanent self, we are all made up entirely of non-self elements which includes all our relationships with others and with nature.


We can also apply the concept of interdependent co-arising to our work at this conference. Although we will be working on different topics we must always keep in mind the holistic nature of what we are trying to create.  As people who wanted to raise awareness about the harmful effects of globalization it was crucial for us to identify what we are working against. Now it is time for us to come together to identify what we are working for.   It is time for those of us who are angry and frustrated to release this anger—we cannot speak hate to power, we must confront power with truth and with peace.


Anger prevents one of the highest ideals of Buddhism—compassion for all sentient beings.  Through acting with compassion we will realize that dualism or attachment to strict categories of good/evil, repressive/liberating, east/west is a misguided path.  Categories can only limit us and often force us to act in ways that are not true to our experiences or ideals. Instead of letting categorical labels guide our actions, we must have compassion for all beings and seek the transformation of individuals and of structures.


When Buddhism speaks of transformation and progress, we are referring to the many levels of sustaining life, and basic needs must thought about in conjunction with complex, abstract, and spiritual needs. We should always keep in mind the higher levels of freedom---this is the freedom to develop spiritually and free one’s mind from the insatiable desires that cause suffering.  When I speak of understanding our work within a broader, holistic context, I mean that we should always keep in mind what is the ultimate freedom we are working towards, for ourselves and for others.


This may sound overly idealistic and the danger of infeasibility is a real one. The Buddhist teaching of the four wheels can serve as guidelines for the path towards our lofty ideals.

As a cart moves steadily on four wheels, likewise human development should rest on the four dhammas, namely, Sharing, Pleasant Speech, Constructive Action, and Equality. 

A) One must share (dana) what one has with others—be it goods, wealth, knowledge, time, labor, etc.  Generosity is the most potent antidote to the consumerism that drives globalization. To a large extent, dana is still practiced in most village cultures. We should strengthen the concept of dana and spread it to counteract the invasion of materialism and the ethos of competition by sharing, by leading less commercialized lifestyles.   

B) Pleasant Speech (piyavaca) not only refers to polite talk but also to speaking truthfully and sincerely. Its basic assumption is that everyone is equal. When we are in our working groups. We must take care in what we say and how we show respect to our peers and to other ideas. If our goal is to transform the nature of societal relations, we must start with ourselves and with our community here.   

C) Constructive Action (atthacariya) means working for one another’s benefit. This may be the most difficult to achieve here. We are all motivated to make progress and make the most of our time together.  Constructive action, as I interpret it here, is the mandate to make compromises and to not be so stubborn or so vain as to let ego interfer with collective efforts.   Unlike corporate culture, we must trust the insights of our peers and allow full participation and collective decision making

D)  And finally Equality (samanattata).  We each bring different experiences, knowledges, and visions to this conference and we must look on each person as a teacher who has much to share. In our speech and in our action we must live out a philosophy of equality.  

The four dhammas, or wheels of proper means can help to connect our smaller actions with our larger vision. 

This conference is a celebration of people’s solidarity and the need for coalitions to challenge globalization but I would also like to ask you to think about the unique histories of your cultures and the indigenous wisdom that has been stifled by corporate culture.

For example, engaged Buddhists in Siam look to the sangha as an example of sustainable, peaceful living with nature and try to apply this ideal to contemporary challenges. The sangha is narrowly defined as the monastic community but can be more broadly viewed as the community of ordained and laypeople whose activities are based around the temple. The Temple was the political, educational, artistic, and spiritual center of the community.  The center of the sangha was usually in the forest and there was an emphasis on living in harmony with natural surroundings as well as an understanding about the wisdom of nature that cannot be exploited by humans. All goods were thought to have “use value” rather than an “exchange value” and the community was self-reliant. To this day, sangha members are treated equally. Seniority is based on the day he or she joined the body. Each member has only three cloths to be used as robes, an alms bowl, and a few other essentials. Superfluous objects are either owned by the community or jointly with another member.


Gandhi’s vision of the village republic is quite similar to the Buddha’s sangha, as is Ariyaratne’s movement in Sri Lanka.  Each of us has examples of periods and places in our histories that can serve as ideals for current work. Rather than taking a fundamentalist which is based on essential characteristics such as race, or land, we can adapt and apply these models of the past, overturning the injustices of violence, patriarchy, and exploitation.

  In our search to challenge the current neoliberal model of globalization, we must use new tools of international solidarity but must also understand and apply and oftentimes reform, the old tools embedded in our pasts.

I hope that we all see this conference as constructive step in our individual and collective goals and hope that it builds not only meaningful coalitions, but also new friendships. 

