1
1

Successful Models: What’s Happening Today

         Undeniably, what happened in Kosovo is outrageous, though its scale and magnitude might also have been greatly exaggerated. Furthermore, as some commentators have pointed out, it was a tragedy made all the more terrible by the NATO ‘humanitarian intervention’. “Casualties among the Serb civilians in the first three weeks of the war were higher than all of the casualties on both sides in Kosovo in the first three months that led up to this war, and yet those three months were supposed to be a humanitarian catastrophe,” one observer noted. Perhaps the fate of the demonized Serbs did not really matter. And how did the Albanians fare? Casualties among Albanians in the first three weeks were definitely beyond those of the preceding three months or even those of the preceding years. The NATO war directly contributed to the escalation of Serb violence and terror against the Albanians, a tragedy that was “entirely predictable” according to US-NATO Commanding General Wesley Clark.
 In other words, the humanitarian principle of ‘first do no harm’ was not observed. Moreover, note that some of the worst ethnic cleansing of the 1990s was—and still is—taking place in NATO itself. Turkey has long been terrorizing, oppressing, and violating the basic human rights of its Kurdish minority. It is thus entirely doubtful that the NATO war against Serbia was a humanitarian gesture.
 

         Now let us consider the legality of the invasion. NATO, especially the United States and Britain, failed to pursue seriously several diplomatic options that might have been useful in resolving the conflict
. The right to self-defense was cited as a pretext for invasion, but Belgrade had not attacked any sovereign state. Furthermore, neither the United Nations Security Council nor United Nations General Assembly sanctioned or authorized the NATO attack; the charter of NATO however clearly declares the respect for the UN Charter and the recognition of the Security Council.  

         To put it charitably, the legality and morality of the NATO invasion against Yugoslavia are at best ambiguous. But what is entirely clear is that NATO, meaning primarily the United States and Britain, has extended its influence in that region of the globe, has shown to the world who is boss in Central Europe. 

         Crimes of the scale and nature of Kosovo are quite common in history. But let me now turn to and concentrate on another form of violence that is less visible, equally destructive, and perhaps more pervasive: structural violence in the form of corporate-sponsored economic globalization. Here the enlightenment and benevolence of the rich and powerful are also called into question. Fortunately, hundreds of thousands of people at the grassroots level worldwide are experimenting with meaningful, life-affirming ways to countenance the disruptive effects of economic globalization. They are pursuing what a number of economists and activists have aptly called the “Lilliput Strategy”; that is, using networks of local strings to tie down the Gulliver of corporate-sponsored globalization. In this speech, I will examine an important grassroots movement in Siam that has effectively implemented this strategy. But first let me make a brief digression.

         At the tenth session of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development in Bangkok, the economist Walden Bello observes, South governments “failed to…assert a stronger role for the South in framing the rules of global governance in trade, finance, and developing.” Instead, Bello continues, “under the theme of a ‘time for healing the wounds of Seattle’, they allowed the chiefs of the WTO, IMF, and World Bank to use the conference as a platform to dish out the same old platitudes of liberalization, de-regulation, and free-market globalization.” 

         Not surprisingly, the Bangkok Declaration issued on the final day of the conference safely ensconced itself in the hegemonic ideological brackets determined by the rich and powerful. The Declaration insists that globalization “has increased prosperity and the potential for countries to benefit” but laments that the income disparities both within and between countries “remain wide.” But whose income, which is used in the mainstream to determine prosperity, has actually increased? And how many countries are really benefiting? 

         I am sure you all have heard—to the point of boredom—the fact that 20 per cent of the world’s population earn 86 per cent of the world’s income; 60 per cent of the world’s population receive just 5.6 per cent of the world’s income. And, it needs not be reminded that poverty kills and traumatizes the victims. Hunger, to paraphrase the words of the anarchist Peter Kropotkin, is the worst of tyrants. 

         Besides, income inequality does not simply “remain wide”—it is widening both within and between countries, and more intensely because of the liberalization, de-regulation, and free-market system espoused by globalization. These policies do away with the idea of social responsibility, environmental care, social virtues and ethics. It is worth adding that these policies were not the ones employed by the industrialized countries (e.g., the US, Britain, Japan, and Germany) to develop themselves. To the ruling class it seems that the poor have only themselves to blame for the gaping income inequality, for falling behind. As the Thai minister of commerce and next-in-line chief of the WTO declared, “Globalization could also ravage; especially for those countries burdened by their inherent inadequacy in human resources, technology and capital base…”     

         Furthermore, countries are not the main beneficiaries of globalization: transnational corporations, big financial investors, and corrupt officials are. For instance, two-thirds of what is called world trade are really transactions between or within some 200 corporations. Fifty of the world’s largest economies are private corporations. The total sales of the world’s ten largest corporations exceed the aggregate GNP of the world’s 100 smallest countries. But of course it would be embarrassing to raise this taboo fact at the conference, and therefore it is better swept under the rug.  

         The rest of the Declaration, in a mind-numbingly boring fashion, simply recants the same old cliches; i.e., calling for “effective integration of all countries into the international trading system”, for “consensual solutions through open and direct dialogue that takes account of the fundamental interest of all”, and so on, and so on. Towards the end, the Declaration makes a desperate, naïve plea for compassion and sympathy on the part of the Great Powers, stating that “For the international community, just as for each and every national society, the ultimate test lies in the way it treats the weaker members of the community.” Again, it is redundant to mention that life is unfair, but always in favor of the rich and powerful; and that throughout history, but particularly in the last few centuries, the weak have been consistently oppressed, exploited, and plundered in the name of pious, redeeming principles. The violent actions perpetrated by the Great Powers, as some critics and historians have noted, are beyond hypocrisy as they are fairly consistent, predictable, and institutionalized. 

         In conclusion the Declaration states UNCTAD X “has inspired reasons for hope in the possibility of creating a fairer and better world economic system, alleviating poverty, redressing imbalances, and improving the protection of our environment, as well as offering all people security and growing opportunities to raise their standards of living and lead a full and meaningful life.” In reality, the only inspiring and assuring thing to come out of this meeting is that vested interests would not be hampered; assuring and inspiring, that is, to the rich and powerful. To them, the Bangkok Declaration sounds like a paean of praise.     

         The enlightened UNCTAD delegates are no Dantes: hell is not their turf. Outside the grounds of the Queen Sirikit National Convention Center, which was the venue of the UNCTAD conference, lied an altogether different world inhabited by Unpeople. This is where a different view—a view from below—could be witnessed by anyone who cared to do so. It is the world of poor and marginalized people, of those severely scorched by the flames of globalization and government policies that mindlessly embrace the free market system. They took the streets and non-violently demonstrated during the eight-day UNCTAD X meeting. Prominent among them was the Assembly of the Poor, a large grassroots movement in Siam.    

         Like millions of people worldwide, in both the North and South, they are rejecting globalization as it stands today—and for good reasons. Control over human sustenance is increasingly surrendered to amoral market forces. The logic of a production-based economy dictates that we must be dependent on every commodity and service, which must be consumed and produced in ever-increasing quantities. Income inequality and poverty are being heightened by increased liberalization: a large segment of humanity enjoys freedom with no opportunities and has the freedom to starve but not freedom from poverty. Dog-eat-dog competition is glorified. The environment is being plundered and devastated (including externalities in the form of pollution) to appease the ever-increasing greed of corporations and to repay international debts. International economic institutions and governments worldwide are more inclined to protect the interest of property than to advance human interest. Put differently, a democracy of dollars is gaining the upper-hand vis-à-vis a democracy of people. Thus the poor are not only getting poorer but also weaker. Unemployment soars as firms downsize to cut cost and maximize profit; the raison d’être of any corporation is to enrich shareholders not create employment. Moreover, two-thirds of foreign direct investment are really mergers and acquisitions, often resulting in massive layoffs. Unemployment kills, especially in this age of high dependency on the market for sustenance. Consumerism and westernization are undermining cultural diversity and instilling a sense of lack and inferiority in the ‘Third World.’ And so on. The dark beauty of the present system is that it gives these atrocities an air of inevitability, implying there are no responsible agents and institutions.

         Though depicted in the mainstream mass media merely as an irrational and violent mass of humanity lacking real understanding of the benefits of the free-market system, millions of people worldwide are in fact advocating or experimenting with alternatives to globalization. ‘There are viable alternatives,’ is their clarion call to action. Risking overgeneralization and romanticism, they are promoting non-violent, sustainable, and participatory communities and transnational alliances that would help alleviate poverty, empower the weak and marginalized, increase self-reliance, foster self-determination, prevent exploitation, and nourish diversity in social relations and in human relations with nature. They are known collectively as the Self-reliant and Sustainable Communities Movement and serve as a potent symbol of a fundamental critique of the violent international economic order—hence a rotten apple in the barrel in the eyes of the members of the rich men’s club.  

         A point that cannot be overemphasized is that they are acting autonomously of the initiative of the world’s ‘enlightened ruling class,’ to use a patronizing and barbaric term. They did not prostrate themselves before Power, kowtowing and begging for enlightened intervention. Of course, the goodwill of the ruling elites is crucial for any lasting reforms. But perhaps they realized that by the time vested interests are leapt over and the enlightened elites budge to instigate reforms, there might not be that many lives left to save—in the long run we will all be dead, as John Maynard Keynes put it. Their motives are probably best captured by the words of Susan George: “Strengthening local and national democracy, creating dissident, parallel economies are paramount and something in which everyone can participate. The toughest task will still be to create alternative globalization, which some organizations are beginning to call ‘cooperative globalization.’ For them, the concept means not a return or an escape to the local but as an effort to rebuild the global economy from the bottom up, on the basis of healthier, more equitable societies.” The liberal Kofi Annan, as expressed in his opening address to the UNCTAD delegates, believes that a “global grassroots uprising against globalization” is a paradox—hence implying that it is at best a bad joke. In fact, one of the few unintended benefits of globalization is the ability to forge grassroots transnational alliances—for what else but opposing corporate-sponsored globalization! 

         In Siam (Thailand), there are several movements, secular or otherwise, in the direction of developing self-reliant and sustainable communities. The most notable one is probably that of the aforementioned Assembly of the Poor. 

         Mind-deadened and long subdued, that is how the Thai ruling eiltes generally perceive the country’s poor, an attitude that is similarly shared by their counterparts elsewhere. The emergence of the Assembly of the Poor proved wrong their assumption, and the ruling class feels irritated and frustrated, if not threatened. The rabbles are no longer in line. As the Assembly put it, we are not satisfied with “being nothing more than cheap cheering crowds in electoral games….” The Assembly of the Poor has a history of protests against injustices and externalities resulting from the government’s developmental policy and economic globalization; for example, forced relocation without adequate compensation due to the constructions of dams, industrial pollution, and increased indebtedness of small farmers who are being uprooted by giant agribusiness.  

         The Assembly is perhaps an unprecedented movement in Siam and is one of the bright signs of the emergence of non-violent grassroots democracy in Southeast Asia. It is a sustained grassroots movement that first became visible in the mid-1990s, but its origins probably rooted in the early 1980s. The Assembly is an amalgamation of seven distinct networks, representing almost every region in Siam and comprising more than half a million members. At the heart of the Assembly are urban and rural small-scale agriculturists and manual laborers. They form the absolute majority in the movement. Non-governmental organizations, environmentalists, responsible intellectuals, students, and some individuals from the business community strengthen the sinews of the Assembly. Simply put, the movement is able to transcend class and regional divisions; a significant portion of the middle-class, which has traditionally tended to serve as buffers between the rich and the poor and hence perpetuating the elitist and unjust system, now supports the cause of the poor. Together they help voice the grievances and advance the interests of the poor in mainstream politics. 

         Things did not have to turn out this way. To a certain extent, the poor could have mitigated their material and psychological plight by becoming oppressors themselves, by exploiting each other. After all there is always someone weaker to take advantage of. Instead, they chose to fight for justice peacefully and collectively. They chose to survive and fulfill themselves by caring about, promoting, and benefiting from one another’s wellbeing. Perhaps, they realized that when the oppressed become oppressors, the system of exploitation hideously ramifies. And this cruel system must be put to its deathbed.   

         What binds these groups together is the sincere concern about socioeconomic changes and environmental degradation, about ‘fast-track capitalism’ and the pervasive negative impacts of globalization. For instance, at the end of the UNCTAD meeting, the Assembly of the Poor along with other people’s organizations issued the People’s Declaration, which reads: “Our aim was to make it known that the poor have been severely affected by the implementation of governmental policies, which are emphasizing trade profits rather than the preservation of our natural resource base or to address our problems. We expect that our voices would be heard during the sessions so that the delegates of all governments would become aware of our problems, and would unite to tackle them…”—a plea that went unheeded.    

         True, the core members have long been hardly hit by the pressure to modernize and globalization. For example, thousands of families have been forcefully re-located due to the construction of ecologically destructive dams.  Local resources are being plundered for exports, an act that is justified in the name of increasing economic growth. Of course, these victims demand for, and they have every right to do so, compensation and the right to use local resources for local wellbeing and development. But no, they are not primarily driven by self-interest, a crucial point that is often missed in the mainstream. Rather, they are propelled by a vision of a more democratic and sustainable society; that is, one that is more just, participatory, transparent, compassionate, cooperative, respectful to the natural environment, etc.              

         What measures have the Assembly taken? Collaborating with non-governmental organizations and social activists, they are trying to establish/network communities that are by and large self-reliant, self-sufficient, and participatory; that live in harmony with the natural environment; that engage in voluntary simple life-style; that are contented with their cultures, identities, and (as it turned out, more appropriate) lifestyles; and that are concerned about broad issues of justice, locally, nationally, and internationally. All these suggest that the Assembly’s conception of happiness stresses ‘more being’ not ‘more having’: to them prosperity is seen as ‘well being’ not ‘well having.’ 

         The relationship between non-governmental organizations and activists, on the one side, and the core members of the Assembly, on the other side, is symbiotic. The leaders and advisors of the Assembly work closely together to identify activities that would strengthen the people’s movement and build sustainable and self-reliant communities. The former help to introduce the latter to knowledge on, for example, launching sustainable alternative agriculture, community businesses and organizations; on managing community resources; and on improving teamwork, cooperation, financial management and accountant skills, conflict resolution skills, and social and political analysis skills. The latter enrich the former group’s experience and knowledge with their indigenous wisdom, traditional values, and simple lifestyles. 

         In rural Southeast Asia, poverty can be vastly alleviated and exploitation reduced if local communities are empowered and move towards greater self-reliance and self-sufficiency; that is, if the poor could provide collectively for their own needs through their own resourcefulness and skills, employing a modest share of the earth’s resources. Mahatma Gandhi envisioned this when he stated “Not mass production, but production by the masses.” As Satish Kumar explains, “Mass production is only concerned with the product, whereas production by the masses is concerned with the product, the producers, and the process.”

         In fact, self-reliance was one of the hallmarks of Southeast Asian—and Buddhist—communities. Finding alternatives to market dependency and consumerism does not mean living in holes and digging roots to eat! For example, the sustainable community economic model emphasizes local production for local consumption (e.g., via the establishment of credit unions, cooperative shops, and appropriately scaled income-generating businesses). Money must circulate locally as much as possible: local currencies must be launched. Since priority is given to meeting local needs rather than to exporting or fulfilling the needs of the rich in urban areas, this means that industries or businesses are small-scale, taking from the environment no more than is locally needed—hence, for example, the emphasis on natural farming. Most important, the model cannot be realized without participatory management approaches, without fostering solidarity, cooperation, and teamwork within the community. It must be noted that there is no specific blueprint for setting up sustainable communities: a lot depends on the local culture and the diversity and availability of local resources. 

         Power asymmetry must be reduced before the poor and marginalized can achieve self-determination. The development/networking of strong, participatory, self-reliant, and self-sustaining communities will serve as the necessary bulwark against economic exploitation and cultural domination, and therefore will provide the necessary launching pad for the poor to prosper socially, economically, culturally, and spiritually in harmony with nature. As a direct by-product, the civil society will be strengthened for the poor would be able to participate more meaningfully in the state’s decision-making process; they would have more power to influence decisions democratically.    

         Last year, the small-scale farmers created their own University of the Poor, a forum to freely exchange current environmental, socioeconomic and political concerns and to learn from one another’s experience. The University of the Poor is linked with the Midnight University, which was pioneered by a number of progressive professors at Chiang Mai University, as well as with the Spirit in Education Movement, a non-governmental organization that I am involved with.

         Near Pak Moon Dam, thousands of Assembly members from all over the country have long been gathering on a rotational basis and have, consequently, established a protest settlement. The Assembly has protested here for many years, previously in an unsuccessful attempt to stop the construction of the dam and later to gain fair compensation for the loss of their livelihood. The government has reneged on the compensation for many relocated families. 

         This settlement has been gradually experimenting with aspects of self-reliant and sustainable community, thereby making a huge improvement in the quality of life there. For example, the following initiatives have been implemented at the protest settlement: 

1) A group was formed to operate a traditional healthcare center that offers herbal sauna, traditional massage, and medicinal herbs to the members of the settlement;

2) Several community businesses emerged. Producing for their own consumption, only the surplus is sold, thus meeting the needs of the members and reducing the amount of money flowing out from the community. Income generation enterprises there include the production of natural shampoos and dish-washing liquids, herbal teas and medicines, natural vegetables, microbe fertilizers, soya milk, and vegetarian food;

3) A youth environmental group was established; and

4) A pre-school center that is run by volunteer teachers was built. 

         Additionally, the inhabitants of the Pak Moon settlement are utilizing and learning Dhammic wisdom and teachings to combat the prevailing ideology of consumerism, which preaches the virtue of ‘more having’ as opposed to ‘more being.’ Mincing no words, consumerism is driven by greed, acquisitiveness, and selfishness: insatiable consumption is equated with ultimate happiness and freedom, with self-realization. In many respects, consumerism is able to dominate much of contemporary society because individuals have become alienated form their culture and from each other. The sense of community that led people to share scarce resources and work cooperatively has been supplanted by an anger or competitiveness that cause people to seek acquisition even at the expense of their neighbors. At the most profound level, consumerism owes its vitality to the delusion of the autonomous individualized self; a self that exists independently of social relations and of human relations with nature: a person that is thrown into the world. On the other hand, for the Buddha it was clear that the ‘self’ constituted only a pattern of persistently changing experiences that had no more substance or permanence than those experiences. Furthermore, Buddhism defines prosperity as more being, and thus it cannot be realized atomistically, only collectively and with an emphasis on spirituality. In short, Dhammic teachings seem to mesh well with the sustainable and self-reliant community model.        

Conclusion

         To the Thai ruling circles, the threat of a good example posed by the Assembly of the Poor is two-pronged. On the one side, the Assembly offers potent alternatives to the mainstream socioeconomic organization—alternatives that are more democratic, participatory, environmentally sustainable, empowering, and less riddled with greed, hatred, and delusion. On the other side, the Assembly helps restore faith in the masses, the crucial basis for the development of a meaningful and viable democracy. Contrary to the popular, elitist image of the masses as crazy rabbles that must be towed in line—lest anarchy would reign—the Assembly of the Poor has proved to be a democratic, responsible, and humane force in Thai society. It is apparent that this elitist perception of the masses is, to be polite, foolish or cynical on a scale that defies comment.

         Organizing from the grassroots is essential for protecting the interest and wellbeing of the masses against corporate-sponsored globalization or for counterbalancing any concentrations of power. I shall end this little speech by quoting at length the words of the economist Robin Hahnel:

         “It is almost always important to build the social movement correctly than to have the ‘correct’ analysis or set of ‘demands’. Organizing opposition to corporate-sponsored globalization ‘from the bottom up’ is the rich approach. Organizing all constituencies negatively affected to fight for their own interests while they learn why their own success necessarily hinges on the successes of other constituencies against whom global corporations will constantly pit them is the right approach. Incorporating first world constituencies together with third world constituencies in the campaign against the global ‘race to the bottom’ is the right approach. Basing the movement on grassroots organizations, unions, and independent institutes and coalitions rather than principally on politicians and governments is the right approach….”             

� See, for the example, the analysis in Noam Chomsky’s The New Military Humanism: Lessons from Kosovo (Pluto Press, 1999). The quotations are from page 20. 


� The ad hoc International Criminal Tribunal for former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was subsequently created, but it seems to be merely an appendage of the US government. It “receives funding and personnel from the American government and private corporations and…ignored a note by an international group of lawyers calling for indictment of NATO leaders for war crimes, based on more solid evidence than the subsequent indictment of Yugoslav leaders” (Report on the 25 October 1999 Paris Conference on “Justice and War”). 


� The NATO invasion commenced after the breakdown of the Rambouillet talks. It appeared that the talks had been gaining considerable progress in important political issues until conditions were added at the eleventh hour—conditions which the Serbs found unacceptable. 





