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Religions: Ethics and Symbols for a New Planetary “Living Together”

How is it possible to reconcile the global market with religious and ethical values? How can we give globalization a soul? 

         Before tackling these two vital questions, we have to be a bit more specific when we talk about the global market or global economy. The term ‘global market’ is too vague and all encompassing: it is seemingly unaccountable, leaving out the idea of human decision and responsibility—especially moral responsibility. Blame it on non-corporeal market forces. Blame it on the world economy. But this oppressive and exploitative web does have a spider. Hence, we must not cringe in fear and call a spade, a teaspoon. We must look at the truth in the eyes. The main agents and therefore beneficiaries of the global economy are essentially transnational corporations and big financial investors. For instance, more than half of the so-called world trade is in reality trade between or within transnational corporations.  They are supported by a wide array of multilateral trade and financial institutions as well as intricate systems of thought/ideological control. Together they act as the architects and guardians of structural violence. To sum up, the negative impacts of the global market on human wellbeing and environmental sustainability are the direct consequences of human decisions and actions.         

         What are the values or ideas that drive the ‘global economy’? What pattern of behavior do they advocate? Why have they become prevalent? What ideas help justify or even redeem the domination of transnational corporations and financial investors? How are they incompatible with ethics and morality? How much value do these ‘values’ really have? Why did even the multibillionaire George Soros insist that “We can have a market economy, but we cannot have a market society”?
 

            If we look at both the production and consumption sides of the economic equation, we can easily see that greed is a—if not, the—major driving force. But greed is not a pretty word, much less an acceptable idea. Therefore, the poison must be made more palatable. And what is really disturbing is that many sane and reasonable people have accepted this poison with perfect equanimity. In terms of production, greed or the insatiable quest for profits is transmogrified into a virtue. It goes by various names: efficiency, competitiveness, entrepreneurship, smartness, progress, etc. Armed with positive and redeeming ideas, greedy corporations and investors march on confidently, callously swatting the irksome gnats of human well being here and there and mindlessly plundering the natural environment. They begin to fantastically believe that the greatest part would ultimately benefit from their greed and selfishness—euphemistically known as enlightened self-interests—simply because they have to. Otherwise, the cognitive dissonance may be too overwhelming to maintain mental equilibrium or sanity. Indeed, greed brings about aggression (i.e., direct violence) and hatred. No longer are they responsible for the predictable consequences of their actions or inaction because this most elementary moral principle obstructs the accumulation of profits or the aggrandizement of the self. Engulfed by greed, a human person is de-sensitized, is already three-fourths dead. 

         Similarly, at the consumption side of the equation greed is raised to the altar. Material attachments, acquisitiveness, and possessiveness—in a word consumerism—are heralded as happiness, self-realization, and prosperity. No other form of happiness is possible. This message is bombarded daily through the mainstream mass media, the staunch advocators of the global market economy. They are constantly dumbing us down. To put it harshly, they are transforming us into slaves who love their bondage. In this light, a simple monk like His Holiness the Dalai Lama cannot or can never be happy because he emphasizes ‘more being’, not ‘more having.’
 Furthermore, His Holiness wants so little for himself and is devoting most of his time and energy to help the peoples of the world struggle against greed, hatred, and delusion. He ‘gives’ more than he ‘takes’ or consumes. In a way his happiness depends on his thoughts, his speeches and his actions first and foremost for the well being of others. 

         Confronting the problem from a Buddhist approach, consumerism is undermining celibacy, which contributes to the realization of a noble life. As Bhikku Visalo, a Thai Buddhist monk has observed, “the foundation of celibacy is the freedom from desires and attachments relating to the five senses. Once we have learned to free ourselves from these shackles by leading a simple lifestyle voluntarily, we will ultimately experience freedom in our lives.”

         Clouded by consumerism, traditional values such as self-sufficiency, self-reliance, solidarity, sharing, contentment, and simplicity are degraded, are depicted as impediments to prosperity, development, and eternal bliss. Therefore, seen as inferior, traditional communities are being uprooted, and ‘progress’ is being shoved down their throats.   

         It is greed that transforms the minimum living standard into a ceiling rather than a floor. It is greed that contributes to the loss of human sympathy and empathy and to the degradation of essential environmental systems. It is greed that destroys diversity in social relations and in human relations to nature. Sadly, in varying degrees, greed has become institutionalized and has been internalized by many individuals worldwide.  

         How can we curb greed? Moral and ethical standards denounce and renounce greed. Well we can focus on different levels. For example, at the individual level, we must recognize the dangers of consumerism, which in my view is a demonic religion. An attack on consumerism is an attack on the culture or ideology that underpins the global economy.
 We must realize that consumerism, which feeds on the sense of lack, can never lead to real happiness or satisfaction. In fact, it even breeds selfishness, apathy, and aggressiveness—in a word, violence. Consumerism projects a nose-in-the-mirror view of the world. One is maddeningly obsessed with gratifying the self and sensual desires at all costs—primarily through the ever-increasing consumption of goods and services. Even one’s free time is spent dreaming about consumption. All one can see is oneself. The sufferings, injustices, and exploitation in the world do not matter: consumerism diverts attention away from these important issues, giving one the uncanny ability to not even hearing about them. Consumerism erects a wall, isolating our senses and decency from things that matter in our lives or in human existence. This ethos meshes well with the hegemonic and elitist form of democracy, which insists that the greatest participation by ordinary people in society must be limited to non-participation.
 Their eyes must be put out, and the vast majority of their time must be spent on “amusing themselves to death.” Therefore, as an antidote, we must learn to cultivate mindfulness and practice loving-kindness, compassion, sympathy, generosity, sharing, solidarity, etc.                  

         At a broader level, we have to work to undermine or dismantle the oppressive concentrations of power. The power asymmetry between corporate giants and ordinary people must be re-balanced. Constant surveillance of the activities or transnational corporations and multilateral financial and trade institutions is imperative. They must be held accountable for their actions or inaction. New legal arrangements that limit the power and influence of these agents and institutions must be promulgated. International debts have to be forgiven, for they are the tools that the ‘market forces’ use to exploit the weak and the environment. Perhaps transnational corporations should be dismantled. If not, their power and privileges must be drastically curtailed: after all a TNC does not have a soul—it cannot love or feel pain—and it is accountable to its shareholders not to the community it is operating in. Local producers who have a stake in the wellbeing of their communities should be supported instead. Local communities can be empowered to be more self-reliant and self-sufficient, thereby also cultivating solidarity and shielding them from exploitative external forces. 

         There is a myriad of other things that can be done. However, if we wallow in spiritual exhaustion and intellectual paralysis and thereby kowtow to the seductive but nefarious troika of greed, hatred, and delusion, there is very little that can be done to turn back the tide of the prevailing culture of violence. But if we refuse to deify violence and hence challenge the centers of power, then the prospects for the flourishing of freedom, justice, and peace may be brighter. All things considered, alertness, compassion, nonviolence, direct action and political involvement and cooperation on a transnational basis are essential. This is not simply about taking a moral or ethical stand: Democratic participation in the management of human and environmental well being by ordinary people worldwide may well be a precondition for human survival in the new millennium.  Anything less will spell unremitting suffering on a scale that makes a mockery of human existence. We cannot grasp at the innumerable problems ravaging humanity and the environment intellectually and atomistically. Rather we must be directly involved in or engaged with an ongoing process or movement that deals with these issues.  

         A corollary of this view is the strengthening of participatory democracy, is the restoration of meaning and substance to the democratic way of life. We are often told that democracy is spreading worldwide and is becoming the norm of the day. But I savor not democracy, rather a bastardized mutation that mindlessly blends the worst elements of liberalism with authoritarianism. At present, the dominant form of democracy is one in which the risk has been taken out; the risk, that is, of undermining the vested interest of the rich and powerful. A ‘safe’ and hollow form of democracy is spreading worldwide: a democracy that shockingly tolerates gross income inequalities, that narrowly circumscribes dissent, that marginalizes democratic grassroots movements, that is top-down, that is geared towards advancing the interest of property and not of the people, that treats the poor dismally as if they are not worthy citizens, etc. As such, freedom has increasingly become a devil’s gift: it refers to the freedom to starve, the freedom to lead unfulfilling, unrewarding, and humiliating lives, the freedom to live in shanty-towns, the freedom to be unemployed, the freedom to work in hazardous conditions with terrible pay, the freedom to die for lack of rudimentary medical attention, the freedom not to have anything to save, and so on.      

* * * 

         Let us turn to economic globalization as an example. Contrary to popular beliefs, globalization does have a soul. It happens to be a greedy and criminal one; criminal because the majority of the people in the world have absolute freedom to starve and lead miserable existences while the means to mitigate or eradicate these horrors are increasingly concentrated in the hands of a minority class. In this ever-widening two-tiered system, the winners take all. For the losers, the majority of humanity, economic globalization is a war without mercy, is “a race to the bottom.” According to a UNDP study, a paltry sum of $40 billion a year is needed to help bridge the North-South gap—among other things, to guarantee universal health and education and to preserve and conserve the natural environment. 

         But globalization also has an antithetical and subterranean soul, whose glimpses we can witness every now and then in the mainstream, albeit fleetingly. The shock waves emanating from this antithetical soul often send tremors down the spines of the rich and powerful. In my view, the hope for the future of humanity rests in the viability of this oppositional soul, which refuses to be subdued and to remain silent despite the overwhelming obstacles, including the lures of an apathetic and apolitical life—e.g., the comfort of staying glued to the television set while sipping a favorite soft drink.  

         Millions of faceless, ordinary people worldwide who have not been colonized intellectually and spiritually are actively resisting economic globalization from the grassroots—at times disparately, anonymously, and individually, but not infrequently collectively. At first sight this seems natural because as Richard Wright observed “Oppression helps to forge in the oppressed the very qualities that eventually bring about the downfall of the oppressor.”  However, a point that cannot be overemphasized is that they have set in motion an unprecedented spontaneous movement, one that is organized from the bottom up; that is transnational in character; that is non-violent; and that transcends class, racial, religious, and cultural boundaries. I am not trying to romanticize this struggle, but it is an extremely significant and heartening symbol of global solidarity. This is a major step forward down the road of compassion and caring for one another’s well being. To use a cliché, millions of people worldwide are struggling to develop globalization with a human face. In a sense, a small global community/village is being established. But it is not quite like the one fantastically prophesied by the apostles of globalization. Of course, technological advancement, which is an aspect of globalization, helps strengthen the sinews and networks of this community. However, this emerging transnational civil society is a response to the de-humanizing impacts of globalization. It is positively and constructively using globalization to fight globalization. Needless to say, this unintended benefit of globalization caught the architects and guardians of structural violence by surprise. 

         This movement is by no means uniform. Rather it is often quilt-like, beautifully supporting and complementing one another. Here I am referring to, for example, the Assembly of the Poor in Siam, which is made up of the urban and rural poor, that is demonstrating against several dam projects in order to preserve their identity, simple way of life, and the environment; the ethnic Karen and Kachin peoples in the remote parts of Burma who are embarking on various community projects that are fostering greater self-reliance and solidarity, that are empowering them to successfully resist the onslaught of mono-culturalism/consumerism; the Jubilee 2000 global network lobbying for debt relief on the part of the Third World; the academics calling for structural changes and fair trade; the non-governmental and people’s organizations monitoring the activities of transnational corporations and global trade and financial institutions; the anti-sweatshop movement; the agriculturists protesting against GMO grains and products; the environmental conservationist movement; and so on. These are potent signs that the fate of humanity is indeed interconnected.          

         The ability of ordinary people at the grassroots to create changes democratically and to check the power of transnational corporations, private investors, and their institutional minions is quite substantial. One observer notes that “The knowledge that workers, citizens, churches, and other concerned groups all round the world are monitoring their activities clearly encourage some TNCS to act more responsibly than they otherwise might be doing. The fact that it takes constant monitoring and public exposure of wrongdoing to force some corporations to act responsibly helps transform local disruptions of TNC activities into global challenges to capitalist hegemony” (Leslie Skalir). A few years ago, activists worldwide successfully coalesced to expose and preempt the passing of the Multilateral Agreement on Investment, which would have given megacorporations and investors even greater rights and privileges. The spate of non-violent demonstrations worldwide such as in Seattle, Washington D.C., Bangkok, Prague, Porto Alegre (Brazil) etc. have helped heighten the crisis of legitimacy of the global trade and financial institutions. This may be a propitious time to press for far-reaching changes and lay the groundwork for an alternative future, one that is more conducive to promoting human well being and environmental sustainability.    

         It is worth quoting the remark of one radical economist at great length. “Recognizing that the current form of globalization is nothing more than a general downward leveling in which global corporations are extracting more and more of the wealth, power, and productive energies from communities and the environment is the right approach. Recognizing that our response must be nothing less than upward leveling that does entail the transfer of resources, power, wealth, and knowledge from the world’s haves to the world’s have-nots is the right approach. Recognizing that upward leveling, entailing redirecting productive resources toward the most important needs and preventing them from being allowed to languish or devoted to luxury or waste is the right approach. Recognizing that it takes a democratic movement to successfully combat the preemption of economic decision-making at the core of the reactionary globalization agenda—even if movement democracy must grow in a complicated shifting network characterized by the conflicting themes of autonomy within solidarity—is the right approach. And knowing that in every specific battle, what we are fighting for is merely the substitution of the human agenda for the corporate agenda is what can guide and sustain us.”

         To sum up, globalization that is non-violently and democratically organized from the bottom up can be quite beneficial and enlightened, can serve as a vital force that helps promote global peace and diversity and preserve human existence. Needless to say, our objective is to strengthen and elevate this oppositional soul vis-à-vis the greedy and criminal one. The sun of new ideas and values cannot rise without mass support, compassion, and dedication, without concerted efforts constantly demanding for the primacy of the human agenda over that of corporations and for institutional and structural changes. Working from the grassroots, we must endeavor to challenge the centers of power, to show that the emperor has no clothes on. There is a pervasive inability on the part of those with wealth and power to understand the widespread resentment against them—to even recognize that much of the world’s population understand that the world is more unequal than ever before because of them. 

         As Elise Boulding has observed, “We need images of the peoples of the planet living gently but adventurously on the earth, walking the ways of peace in a future still filled with challenges. It is as essential to spend time dreaming the possible shapes of that future as it is to learn the skills of peace-building to maintain it….”
 Yes, we must have faith in the ability and need of ordinary people to dream or envision alternative futures.      

         Let me make a final observation by quoting one political scientist: 

              “The road to freedom is not a road from one system to another, but one that leads into the open spaces of infinite possible futures, some of which compete with each other. Their competition makes history. The battle of systems is an illiberal aberration. To drive the point home with utmost force: if capitalism is a system, then it needs to be fought as hard as communism had to be fought. All systems mean serfdom, including the ‘natural’ system of the total ‘market order’ in which no one tries to do anything other than guard certain rules of the game discovered by a mysterious sect of economic advisers.”
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