The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to…

                                                                                Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

The nationalist not only does not disapprove of atrocities committed by his own side, but he has a remarkable capacity for not even hearing about them.

                                                                               George Orwell, “Notes on Nationalism”

To kill with the mind is more dangerous than to kill with the body.

                                                                                Thich Nhat Hanh

          Force alone is insufficient to make domination possible, no matter how powerful. Material benefits alone cannot justify or legitimize domination. Every form of domination presupposes a redeeming idea, an idea that would make its agents (the victims may be infected as well) oblivious to—of course, not infrequently willfully ignorant to—the grave consequences of the act of violence like in the case of Orwell’s nationalist. But let us depart from domination in the generic sense and concentrate on imperialism and colonialism, on “the conquest of the earth.” In his seminal book, Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said observes that “Neither imperialism nor colonialism is a simple act of accumulation and acquisition. Both are supported and perhaps even impelled by impressive ideological formations that include notions that certain territories and people require and beseech domination as well as forms of knowledge affiliated with domination.”
 No doubt, colonialism is today an anachronism, but certainly not domination, especially Western domination. Surveying the second half of the twentieth century, Said highlights “the continuity of the ideological need to consolidate and justify domination in cultural terms that has been the case in the West since the nineteenth century, and even earlier.”
 This is made all the more pervasive and pernicious by the global reach of modern-day information technology, a domain that is virtually in the hands of the West.      

         What is called the North-South divide
 in fact really means informal Western domination. The highly conspicuous material and power rift between the two ‘poles’ aside, this domination implies that there can be no other worthy aspirations, histories, and cultures—no alternatives to the view, culture, and interest of the West. The rest of the world ought to do things the Western way, which is ‘universal.’ Therefore, as Said points out, Westernization stresses “that the source of the world’s significant action and life is in the West, whose representatives seem at liberty to visit their fantasies and philosophies upon a mind-deadened Third World. In this view, the outlying regions of the world have no life, history, or culture to speak of, no independence or integrity worth representing without the West.” Viewed as such, the nations of the Third World can be slotted into any categories, presuppositions, and narratives created by the West. 

         The term ‘Third World’ has become a Northern/Western metaphor for poverty, misery, inferiority, corruption, ineptitude, economic underdevelopment, terrorism, religious fundamentalism, and so on. In the mainstream, it is invariably ‘represented’ by the West as the polar opposite, hence largely contributing to the latter’s self-definition and identity. Even before the term came into usage, the regions or countries of the world that are today called the Third World played a pivotal role in the formation of the Western identity. They served as opposites in a series of binary relations: civilized/uncivilized, white/non-white, mature/child-like, rational/emotional, diligent/lazy, active/passive, superior/inferior, etc. At present, such binary relations remain intact, only under different categories: developed/underdeveloped, real states/quasi-states, modern/traditional, North/South, democratic/non-democratic, law-upholders/law-breakers, enlightened states/rogue states, etc.  (The First-Third binarism has survived despite the end of the Cold War and the disappearance of the Second World; it seems that the Second World has been integrated into the Third World.) In sum, it’s the old dog with a new collar. 
         As in the past, the existence of these binary relations is crucial for justifying and legitimizing Northern (i.e., dominant groups in the North) exploitation and domination. For example, these binary relations are presented as movements towards perfect forms as symbolized by the West. During the heyday of colonialism Western conquests, exploitation, and surveillance were justified in the name of, for example, making the victims more ‘civilized’ and ‘mature.’ During the Cold War, American/Western domination was exercised in the name of protecting the ‘Free World;’ the irrational, passive, sycophantic, and wicked nature of the Third World peoples made them all the more vulnerable to Communism, to the ‘Slave World.’
 Today Northern domination, and the violence it entails, is represented as necessary for development, economic growth, global peace, improved standard of living, good governance, modernity, promotion of democracy, protection of human rights, and so on.
 Yes, the inhabitants of the “Heart of Darkness” are inferior, but they are also capable—at least theoretically—of being uplifted, the argument goes. 

         It is not surprising that reality as portrayed in the mainstream has distorted contours and distinct hues, inevitably reflecting and buttressing the vested interests of the dominant groups. In other words, the dominant conceptions of reality seek to perpetuate exploitation and violence (against human beings and the environment), legitimize injustices, and mass-produce servants of power, while professing adherence to human rights, freedom, and widespread wellbeing. Forms of  (Western) domination are presented as virtues and are feverishly publicized by the mainstream mass media and the elite educational institutions, including the ones in the South. The logic is to familiarize and indoctrinate the masses with the culture of violence, to transform acts of savagery into virtuous banalities,
 to promote the internalization of violence as a way of life and thought. Harsh words, indeed, but I won’t take them back. For instance, NATO military intervention as in Kosovo is widely lauded as a humanitarian or enlightened act, signaling a new era of Western humanism; its immense human consequences and, not to say of, other contemporaneous events that contradict this dogma are conveniently ignored.
 Economically, the flourishing of the prevailing ‘free market’ economy is presented as the best interest of humanity: there is no alternative, the argument goes. This view is considered unimpeachable in spite of the great havoc it has wreaked on the poor, despite the fact that the growth of world trade has not brought about any reduction in income disparities; in fact the income gap is widening. (The intellectual counterpart of the economic trickle down theory is the dumbing down theory.) These are significant manifestations of how reality is actually ‘manufactured’ to serve power, and examples need not be multiplied here.  

         Interpreting reality from a position below ‘the powers that be’ however yields a starkly different, even gruesome, picture. Here ‘below’ should be taken not only figuratively but also literally because the majority of people in the world are being crushed by the opulent and powerful minority. Heeding to and incorporating the views of the marginalized, subaltern, and exploited raises disturbing questions about the motives of the dominant groups and about the driving forces, structures, and character of the prevailing international system. And these pressing questions will not be answered simply by begging. Rather concerted efforts must be made on every front to challenge the hegemonic (universalistic) views, raise embarrassing issues that are normally swept under the rug, empower the marginalized so that they could be in charge of their own destiny, and find meaningful alternatives, especially on how to organize social and psychological processes differently. That the weak appear not “mind-deadened” or subdued threatens the hegemonic conceptions of the masters, particularly because of the demonstration effect that may spread like wildfire. However, let me be clear from the outset: I do not advocate reverse hegemonism, for example, in the form of ethnocentrism, nativism, or exclusivism—merely the decentralization of ‘universalism.’  

         Needless to say, the unjust system will not crack overnight: it will be a long uphill struggle, but liberating the weak from the yoke of domination and oppression requires nothing less. In his study, Edward Said observes how initially there was no dissent against imperialism in the metropolitan centers until the natives began to re-assert themselves and challenge the ‘ideas’ of their colonial masters: “The only time that there began to be changes inside Europe and the United States was when the natives themselves in the colonies began to revolt and made it very difficult for these [redeeming] ideas to continue unchallenged.”
       

A Culture of Peace and a New Form of Literacy

         It is a truism that everyone has the right to education and training. This is, for instance, enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of December 10, 1948. But the matter does not simply rest there. What ‘kind’ of education are we talking about? Is literacy merely measured by the ability to read and write? To be able to see an atrocity as an atrocity and to realize less violent futures may require something radically different from the education being offered in the mainstream.
 

         In many respects, education in the mainstream is like being sent to a lobotomy laboratory. Students are disempowered, indoctrinated with monocultures of the mind, and, consequently, groomed as ruthless but efficient guardians of the unjust and violent international order.
 Especially in the Third World, education “isolates children from their culture and from nature, training them instead to become narrow specialists in a Westernized urban environment.”
 In other words, the poor peoples of the Third World fare worst: mainstream education blinds them to real causes of their misery, and Westernization is shoved down their throats. Everywhere, it seems that a new competitive ethos is replacing compassion. Getting ahead at one another’s expense is now the name of the game, not caring about, promoting, and benefiting from one another’s wellbeing. Success is measured by wealth and social status—i.e., possessions and purchases. Individuals with high positions but low character are being looked up to. Creativity is increasingly channeled to devise measures that will legitimize and strengthen the hegemony of the dominant groups. 

         The tragic fate of education comes as a complete non-surprise. Among other crucial reasons, it is a logical outcome of the politico-economy. Capital penetrates into every nook and cranny, even our Unconscious (Frederic Jameson). Therefore, it is preposterous to assume that education is immune from the influence of capital. Like vultures, the dominant socioeconomic groups prey on the decaying carcass of education. All the masters ever wanted is a docile mass of people that will serve as reliable gatekeepers and efficient means of production, a mass that will sheepishly follow the sweet lures of the sirens of consumerism and neoliberalism—crashing towards the rocks, of course. No we should not rock the boat, excavate the truth, and expose lies. Advocates of the culture of violence are seen as ‘objective’ (yes, silence is also taken as objectivity) and are often promoted; those unable to fathom the benevolence of the dominant groups—perhaps because of genetic deformities—are marginalized and weeded out of the ruling circles. Souls unfortunate enough to fall into the latter category are generally dubbed ‘radical,’ a useful term that describes most of the things the masters hate.

         Since it was raised and since it is highly pertinent to the present global context, let us focus on consumerism, an idea that is being fanned, often surreptitiously, to justify the ‘free market system.’ V. G. Kiernan reminds us that “An economic system like a nation or religion, lives not only by bread alone, but by beliefs, visions, daydreams as well, and these may be no less vital to it for being erroneous.” Consumerism is the culture of economic globalization, which is widely known as neo-liberalism,
 an oppressive web that is dominated by soulless transnational-corporation spiders. Promoting the view that the insatiable acquisition of consumer goods is the only way to lead a good life (i.e., the more, the better), consumerism directly nourishes the unlimited greed of these giant, monopolistic arachnids.
 It will take quite a talent to miss this observation: markets dependent on consumption and controlled by powerful corporations cannot do otherwise. Therefore, whereas the political and economic dimensions of globalization are marginalizing many people worldwide particularly the poor, consumerism enlists the active participation of all classes. Consumerism is demonic, and this must be taken literally because it is cruelly obliterating human identities and cultural diversity and, with criminal negligence, plundering the natural environment. 

         In Siam, to cite an example, it is intellectually fashionable to reproach young girls who prostitute their bodies in order to purchase expensive brand-named handbags or to show outrage over individuals who blindly follow the dictates of Western/Japanese consumer culture. Almost invariably, these social realities are either seen as deriving from disturbing personal flaws or from the peculiar Thai social value system that allegedly fosters materialism. At best such stance reflects an atrocious nose-in-the-mirror view of the world. At worst, it is cynical. It is fair to say that in the mainstream neither a whisper of protest is heard nor a finger is pointed when rural communities are being destroyed by consumerism or when the ruling circles are indirectly promoting consumerism by urging greater integration into the global economy. 

         Stripped naked, consumerism is grotesque and disgusting. Small wonder that it prefers to hide beneath various attractive apparels, all woven out of the yarns of lies and distortions.    

         To the individual, consumerism says “I shop, therefore I am.”
 Consumption becomes the fountain of ultimate happiness and identity: acquisitiveness and market dependency are glorified. Consumerism makes a virtue out of greed. Moreover, many people no longer buy products solely for their utility but also for their “codes”—i.e., the kind of lifestyle a product invokes. Thus, amid alienating and overwhelming political and economic forces, consumerism gives the illusion that we are in control of our lives. Furthermore, preoccupied with gratifying the self, the individual is less likely to be concerned about the ‘losers’ of the brutal system. 

         Consumerism destroys the threshold between the personal and the market, between individual identity and the prevailing monoculture that is determined by capital. (In mainstream parlance, monoculture is called cosmopolitanism.) The consumer cannot be relied upon to know what s/he wants. Thanks to technological advancements, capital is able to colonize, and in varying degrees manipulate, every aspect of the individual even his or her Unconscious and Desire. Human identity no longer has infinite possibility. Rather identities are prepackaged, manufactured en masse, and sold at the prevailing market prices. 

         Consequently, the meaning of ‘freedom’ that is said to be spreading rapidly worldwide needs a bit of deciphering. In this ‘One World,’ the ultimate expression of freedom is consumption, not the control over one’s destiny. Even freedom of thought is circumscribed by monocultures of the mind: You are free to think whatever you want to think as long as it does not undermine consumerism and the institutional structures that guarantees the transnational capitalist class a preponderance of power.   

         In the name of ‘modernity,’ ‘progress,’ or ‘high standard of living’ the colossal firestorm of globalization is incinerating traditional and alternative communities, whose cultures are rooted in self-reliance, self-sufficiency, sustainability, and contentment. Cultural diversity and alternative lifestyles, along with the productive informal economy, must make way for the ‘One World’ of monoculturism and consumerism. What could pose a greater threat to consumerism than a voluntary simple lifestyle? To these communities consumerism thunders, ‘Your cultural values are the source of your inferiority and underdevelopment. Discard them and embrace the market.’ As defined by consumerism, prosperity means ‘more-having,’ not ‘more being’ and ‘according to hope’ as it used to mean.
 Culture is the last bastion waiting to be seized by capital, which had already overcome geographical, political, social, and economic barriers.

         As can be seen with the polluted rivers and naked landscape stripped of rainforest, consumerism is raping every inch of the haggard natural environment and still lusts for more. Again this is highly rational: ever-increasing consumption means ever-increasing production—all these to sustain the ever-increasing corporate profits. The environment, pollution, and the depletion of natural resources? To hell with them. Needless to say, rationality is deprived of commonsense, ethics, and morality.    

         Continuing with education, we need to envision and propagate a new form of literacy, one that is more conducive to the flourishing of alternative realities and to the ‘more being’ of individuals and society. For starter, we need to empower as well as learn from the poor and the weak, enabling them to represent themselves and achieve self-determination, thereby helping make domination, oppression, and exploitation less thinkable and less justifiable. We must attack consumerism and de-universalize other (Western) ‘ideas’ and must experiment with or preserve alternative ways of living. But we must also steer clear from the shoals of exclusivism and nativism, which are no less pernicious. Simply put, it is impossible to establish a culture of peace when there is no diversity, when the majority of the people in the world are being dominated physically (however informally), psychologically, and intellectually. As Masao Miyoshi aptly puts it, we need to move “towards a world in which parts and margins are seen in their own terms, in their relations not to the center of power, but to a world that has no ordering center at all.”
 

         Below, I present some aspects of the alternative education campaign which was launched by the Sathirakoses Nagapradipa Foundation (SNF)
 in conjunction with its sister organizations, a network of small non-governmental organizations in Siam which I am involved with. It is quite an ambitious—though not unusual—grassroots campaign that has yielded some heartening results. Similar campaigns have been organized worldwide; they are part of what is collectively known as the Self-reliant and Sustainable Communities Movement.

         Our educational approach, like our activities, is ‘holistic’ (as opposed to compartmentalized) and generally interfaith. We seek to cultivate both the mind and the heart and to develop individuals and society in various dimensions. We blend Dhammic values (e.g., mindfulness, compassion, and morality) with traditional Asian wisdom and alternative Western views. Education must not only facilitate individuals to meet their basic material requirements but also empower them socially, culturally, politically, and, a point which cannot be overemphasized, spiritually. The impact of education must be both immediate as well as profound. Of course, all these must be performed against the backdrop of environmental sustainability. To recapitulate, in our literacy campaign, we attempt to facilitate the realization of the individual’s full potentials holistically; to heighten empathy and compassion for others; and to nourish diversity in social relations and in relations with nature. We realize that advancement in technologies, rapid economic growth, and material wellbeing at the expense of, among other things, spiritual decline and environmental disaster is no progress. 

         To work towards these ends, we have, for many years, been training and educating grassroots community leaders via experiential learning techniques in the concepts of empowerment, participatory development, and sustainable community economics. These leaders are important agents of community development and environmental conservation. Simply put, our vision is to help reduce the asymmetry of power between the privileged and the marginalized and to create a community in lieu of a marketplace. (Even multibillionaire George Soros recognizes the adverse implications of creating, in his own words, a “market society.”) 

         We help foster the establishment/networking of communities that are by and large self-reliant, self-sufficient, and participatory; that live in harmony with the natural environment; 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. In so doing, we attempt to help preserve cultural diversity and traditional wisdom. Our activities are carried out not only in Siam but also in neighboring countries. 

         Moreover, in rural Southeast Asia, poverty can be vastly alleviated and exploitation reduced if local communities move towards greater self-reliance; 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.
 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. 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. 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. 

         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.    

         The words of Susan George, a critic of globalization, sum up well our vision: “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.”
 

         Directly witnessing the negative consequences of modernization and globalization, particularly in the form of consumerism, our movements have actively combated and sought alternatives to these ideas. At the individual level via, inter alia, the Spirit in Education Movement (SEM) and the Thai Inter-religious Commission for Development (TICD), we have organized numerous workshops and courses that seek to cultivate mindfulness, contentment, and compassion; that is, the antidotes to the acquisitiveness and selfishness that consumerism enthused. In our view, happiness arises from ‘more being’ not ‘more having’; thus prosperity should be seen as ‘well being’ not ‘well having.’ Mindfulness also helps develop a critical awareness of the self, which in turn helps develop identity; one no longer has to shop around for it in the market. 

         The interfaith solidarity forest walks in the jungles of Northern Siam, jointly organized by the Boulder Institute for Nature and the Human Spirit and SEM, are among the annual favorites. The walks are not eco-tours. Rather they provide a rare opportunity to live on the terms of the jungle as encountered daily by the local villagers—what is known as the process of bearing witness. Accommodation is in village houses or in simple forest shelters that Buddhist monks use during their tudong or annual spiritual wandering. The village stays are a time of listening and sharing—about the pressure to modernize, the changing values of the young, the rotational agricultural system, the antics of the local spirits, etc. The visitors would join the daily rhythm of life starting with grinding rice at 3.30 AM, foraging for food in the forest, and ending with exchanging stories around a bonfire at night. Additionally, the visitors would spend several days in the jungle, including solo retreat. It would be a time to contemplate, sleep under the blanket of stars, commune and learn from nature.       

         At the grassroots level, we deal extensively with the Assembly of the Poor, which is largely composed of small-scale farmers from all over Siam. Though represented in the mainstream as ruthless and dangerous mobs, the Assemby is one of the bright signs of the emergence of non-violent grassroots democracy in Southeast Asia. The Assembly of the Poor has more than half a million members and helps voice the grievances and interests of the poor in mainstream politics—witness their non-violent demonstrations at the recent UNCTAD meeting in Bangkok. For many years, thousands of ordinary people, whose lives have been irrevocably changed by the state’s development policies, got together and protested against injustices such as relocation due to the construction of huge dams, exploitation of workers, industrial pollution, etc. At Pak Moon near Ubon Ratchatani province there have been long protests against a huge dam on the Moon River. This has now been built but the protestors, who lost their livelihoods and were forced off the land, continue their protest in a village they have formed at the dam site.  In 1999, SEM ran participatory needs assessments and has followed this up with a Grassroots Leadership Traning program to enable these villagers to advance their cause non-violently and to move towards greater self-reliance. The co-ordinated training courses included community building, non-violent protest, social analysis, income generation, sustainable community economics, and micro-credit. The training was very helpful in empowering the protestors in raising awareness of the injustices done to the poor and to improve their own circumstances.

         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.

         The Assembly of the Poor has member groups all over Siam and many of them have requested similar training to strengthen their communities. We have devised a program to strengthen this civil movement over the next three years.  Over the three years 225 youth, regional and national leaders will participate in two fourteen-day core courses on sustainable development.  A co-ordinated series of additional workshops, scholarships and other activities will be provided in areas such as non-violent protest, micro-credit, credit union, sustainable agriculture to enable some of the participants to gain further skills to set up specific community development projects or campaigns for social justice.  A revolving fund will be available for this purpose. In the third year an additional six-month residential course on in-depth grassroots leadership training for 25 alumni and others will be held.    

         We also work closely with the Siamese (Buddhist) monks and nuns, empowering them to become responsible agents of community development. In the past, monks and temples were part of the community leadership, providing education and shelter for the poor. Also, the temple was virtually the community’s hospital and cultural and art center. Monks and nuns were important mediators and moral leaders. Temples and households were closely related to and relied on each other—the laity provided food and basic necessities to monks and nuns whereas the latter invigorated the former intellectually and spiritually. Unfortunately, these mutually beneficial relationships had largely disappeared with the modernization process. Worse, in recent years an increasing number of monks and nuns are succumbing to the temptations of consumerism and globalization.  

         For more than twenty years TICD and the Sekhiya-Dhamma Network (meaning Dhamma for self-cultivation) have been cooperating to tackle these problems. The core activities focus on empowerment and social activism; more specifically, on the systematic analysis of social problems and the application/adaptation of Buddhist teachings to alleviate them and on networking with other engaged Buddhists and groups from other spiritual traditions.

         A good example of monks working with TICD to ease rural problems is the network led by Phra Kru Supacarawat in Kudchoom district, Yasothorn province. The network has promoted income-generating activities among villagers, thus making them less dependent on the market for sustenance (e.g., setting up rice mills and marketing traditional culinary and health food); has established a traditional medicine center in the community; has promoted integrated and natural farming, arranging trips for local villagers to exchange and meet with other farmers who have turned their back on modern agriculture and have successfully employed traditional methods of farming; has engendered widespread support for voluntary simple lifestyle; and, most importantly, has created a strong Dhammic community whose livelihood is based on compassion, cooperation, moderation, participation, and respect for nature and all sentient beings.

         Our program is also extended to neighboring Burma as well or more specifically to the ethnic peoples of Burma. Civil unrest for three decades has left the ethnic peoples of Burma struggling to maintain their heritage and move forward with hope and dignity. Many communities have been displaced or have become dysfunctional.  In the rural areas in particular civil services barely exist.  For the last ten years higher education in Burma has almost ceased to exist with schools and universities closed most of the time. In spite of these tremendous difficulties, many have not lost faith; they are even imbued with great optimism for self-determination. 

         Since 1996, SEM/Ashram has been running a three-month grassroots leadership training program for these ethnic peoples. The main objectives of the training are to help provide a critical understanding of the positive and negative aspects of modernization and to help find participatory community solutions to some of the pressing issues.
 In other words, the idea is to help the alumni envision and implement alternative realities. Although all the participants have solid spiritual backgrounds and came with inquiring minds, most strongly believed that their simple way of life is inferior and that ‘progress’ inevitably means being like the West; that is, replete with skyscrapers, super hi-tech gadgets, massive industries/corporations, the ubiquitous Coca-Cola, and so on. “Please help us, we are so behind” was what one of the brightest participants repeatedly stated to us in the beginning. Now that participant and the other 80 alumni have returned to their communities.  Almost all are starting up participatory community development projects in areas such as micro-credit, small-scale income generation businesses, sustainable agriculture and natural resource management.   

         However these community leaders are hard pressed to run their projects without support given their roles in their communities and the need to provide for their own families.  There is a clear need for appropriately trained young people with a good understanding of the issues and with the necessary administrative skills to assist with these projects and to form a basis for self-reliance and sustainable communities. Partners in Burma have therefore requested a long-term program of study—hence our mission in the years to come. 

Conclusion

         A culture of peace is necessarily oppositional, though non-violent. It upholds diversity and opposes ‘universalistic ideas’, which essentially serve as a fig leaf for domination by the rich and powerful (e.g., the West/North); the latter always determine what is universal and how to deal with the aberrant. It promotes self-determination on the part of the poor, weak, marginalized, and subaltern but at the same time does not engage in reverse hegemonism; that is, nativism, exclusivism, ethnocentrism, etc. Again to quote Miyoshi, “no one is unique and everyone is unique.”
 A culture of peace attempts to make the relations between the privileged and the marginalized more symmetrical. Hence it is not ‘objective’ in the mainstream sense. Any form of education that seeks to promote a culture of peace must seriously consider these facts. Of course, there is no single way to do this—lest we want to feel smugly comfortable and fall into the universalistic trap. The educational campaign I described above simply represents one possible avenue, and it happens to be quite suitable to the poor rural communities of Southeast Asia. 
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� The main beneficiaries of neo-liberalism are transnational corporations and big financial investors. Yes, even colonialism did not benefit everyone in the metropolitan, only the ruling class. At present, two-thirds of what is called world trade are simply inter or intra firm trade. 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. Similarly, two-thirds of foreign direct investment are mergers or acquisitions. Put differently, if the same agent acts as both buyer and seller (i.e. controls both demand and supply) there is in fact no market and no price mechanism: the world market is based on monopolistic not free competition. The negative implications of having the same agent controlling access to essential commodities like food and pharmaceutical products are all too apparent. Corporations are getting even larger and more powerful. See, for example, David C. Korten, When Corporations Rule the World (Berrett-Koehler Publishers and Kumarian Press, 1995).  


     The workings of the IMF and the WTO (sometimes known derisively as Whose Trade Organization) reflect how powerful corporations have become and how free the ‘free market system’ really is. The IMF is not a democratic institution. It does not represent the interest and work for the prosperity of all members. The IMF is dominated by vested interests in industrialized countries. “The G-7 alone controls 40 per cent of the votes on the Board while the US and the European Union between them carry more than 55 per cent of the votes” (Nicola Bullard). The IMF now has the authority to restructure the economy of the borrower-state along neo-liberal lines. Structural adjustment programs entail, for example, promoting export-led development (i.e., specializing in your strong suits and relying on their exports for revenues—in short, undermining self-sufficiency and fostering greater dependence on the global economy); removing restrictions of ‘foreign investment’ in local banks, industries, and financial services; slashing wages to attract investors and make exports more competitive; greatly reducing import tariffs and quotas; and so on. All these de-regulations play directly into the hands of giant corporations.        


         Likewise, as the World Development Movement notes, the WTO is dominated by the ‘Quad’ (the US, EU, Japan, and Canada).  Theoretically, the WTO follows the ‘one country one vote’ rule; but 30 of the 134 member states cannot afford to base anyone in Geneva, one of the world’s most expensive cities. WTO agreements deal with a wide range of issues. They all however seek to further augment corporate power and influence. On agriculture, the WTO is working to expand markets for global food corporations. Put differently, it is undercutting small farmers and self-sufficiency. On food safety, trade and corporate profits are emphasized at the expense of consumer protection. On services, the WTO is increasingly opening up developing countries to service corporations (e.g., banking and telecommunications). (70 per cent of the US’s GNP come from services.) Under the ‘first come first patent’ dictum of the Trade-Related Intellectual Property Agreement, corporations are monopolizing access to knowledge, technology, and even food crops. On investment, the Trade-Related Investment Measures are endowing corporations and investors more rights to use money and are further limiting government control or interfering. And on the settlement of trade disputes, the WTO is not transparent and democratic. Complaints are adjudicated by an unelected panel of three ‘experts,’ whose decisions are binding. So far, only 20 per cent of complaints from developing countries, which constitute three-fourths of the WTO, have reached this dispute panel. On the other hand, 30 per cent of complaints that reached the panel have been from the US alone—significantly, Washington won 90 per cent of its cases.  





� See, for example, my “Value Crisis in the West and in the East: an Engaged Buddhist’s Perspective” in Sulak Sivaraksa, Global Healing: Essays and Interviews on Structural Violence, Social Development, and Spiritual Transformation (Bangkok: TICD and SNF, 1999) pp. 71-76. Also see the relevant essays in Frederic Jameson and Masao Miyoshi, editors, The Cultures of Globalization (Durham and London: Duke UP, 1998).


� For example, see the essays “Poverty” by Majid Rahnema and “Standard of Living” by Serge Latouche in Wolfgang Sachs, Ed., The Development Dictionary (London and New Jersey: Zed Books, 1992).


� Masao Miyoshi, Off Center: Power and Culture Relations between Japan and the United States (Cambridge, Mass., and London, England: Harvard University Press, 1991), p. 5.


� SNF operates at the grassroots level. It was founded in 1968 with the rather broad objectives of helping artists and writers survive without selling their souls and facilitating educational, cultural, and spiritual activities. Since then, many sister organizations, dealing with a broad range of issues, have mushroomed under the auspices of SNF. Put another way, SNF serves as a legal umbrella entity where specific organizations operate by and large autonomously under.  


 Although, SNF seeks to preserve and advance Asian values and traditions, it also has a cosmopolitan outlook, valuing international cooperation and solidarity. It maintains close relationships with various other educational, ecological, and humanitarian organizations worldwide. These include: the Boulder Institute for Nature and Human Spirit, an American organization dedicated to promoting “just and sacred relationships between people and the land;” International Society for Ecology and Culture, an organization under the tutelage of Helena Norberg-Hodge that seeks alternatives to western development model and structural violence; Metta Development Foundation, a private organization in Burma that assists local communities in the process of transition to peaceful sustainable communities; and Naropa Institute and Schumacher College, alternative universities in the United States and Britain, respectively.     


 The main sister organizations of SNF are as follows. 


The Thai Inter-Religious Commission for Development (TICD) was founded 19 years ago. Its primary mission is to heighten the concern of Buddhist monks and nuns about ethics, community development, public wellbeing, environmental conservation, and other relevant socioeconomic and political issues. It has brought about the establishment of various networks of progressive and development-oriented monks and nuns.  In Thai society, monks and nuns are important agents of empowerment and community development. All things considered, TICD attempts to instill basic Dhammic/Buddhist principles such as compassion and mindfulness in the concepts of modernization and social development, and to render Buddhism capable of coping with contemporary issues and concerns. TICD also promotes inter-religious dialogue. 


Wonganit Ashram was established in 1985 as an experiential center for simple living and for engaging in social work and spiritual practice. Since its early years, the Ashram has been actively involved in community development projects. The Ashram seeks to develop and promote an alternative lifestyle that is grounded in Dhamma, cultural diversity, environmental sustainability, and humanism. In essence, it attempts to point out the interconnection between human beings, society, and nature. For many years, the Ashram has been providing a holistic education for a diverse range of groups such as for students, monks, nuns, and grassroots community leaders, Thai or otherwise. In the past three years, the Ashram’s programs in Burma contributed to the establishment of over 30 self-sustaining community development projects of varying scales.  


Santi Pracha Dhamma Institute (SPDI) was founded in 1986 for secular work although the organization has Buddhist inspiration as well. Translated into English, the Institute stands for Peace, People (Democracy), and, of course, Dhamma. Some of the ongoing programs or movements under the auspices of SPDI are: 1) Alternatives to Consumerism (ATC), an interfaith project that aims to raise awareness of consumerism as the new demonic religion and to empower people searching or working for alternatives; 2) Alternative Politics for Asia, a project whose mission is to create a political movement in Asia that uses Asian cultural and spiritual perspectives to address structural, political, and grassroots issues; 3) Educational Materials Development, a collaborative project (with SEM and the Ashram) that sets out to compile and create educational resource materials that will empower activists, grassroots leaders, NGO workers, poor people, students, monks and nuns. A sizeable portion of the materials deals with consumerism, globalization, spiritual development, sustainable community economics, alternative and appropriate technology, and environmental conservation. They are available in Thai and English (and increasingly in Burmese). The development and testing of these materials will contribute to the curricula of the—still nascent—Southeast Asian Center for Sustainable Communities (SUSCOM). Situated in Chiang Mai, northern Siam, SUSCOM will serve as a residential educational center for South-South cooperation in finding alternatives to mainstream socioeconomic paradigms, in learning from each other’s cultures and experiences, and in empowering and developing poor communities throughout the region. In short, SUSCOM will be the first center to integrate the spiritual, cultural, ecological, and technological aspects of sustainable community economics with the political, economic, and social purposes of empowering communities from the grassroots level in Southeast Asia. 


Founded in 1995, Spirit in Education Movement is an educational organ that promotes a different form of literacy, one that is based on empowerment, sustainable development, respect of human rights, and ‘more being.’ Over the years, SEM has conducted numerous workshops, training courses, and dialogues. The participants of SEM’ s activities are wide ranging—monks, nuns, grassroots leaders, students, etc. SEM follows a holistic educational approach and emphasizes experiential learning. 


Courses on, for example, developing analytical skills and foresight, understanding Buddhism, conflict resolution, deep ecology, community development and organizational skills, and voluntary simple lifestyles are provided by SEM annually.





� For a similar idea, see Trevor Blackwell and Jeremy Seabrook, The Revolt Against Change Towards a Conserving Radicalism (Vintage, 1993), chapter 7. 


� Susan George, The Lugano Report: On Preserving Capitalism in the Twenty-first Century (London and Sterling, Virginia: Pluto Press, 1999) pp. 185-86. For what the individual can do immediately to bring about changes see David C. Korten, The Post-Corporate World. Life After Capitalism (Kumarian Press and Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 1999), pp. 266-75. 


  


� The program courses include, and this is not an exhaustive list, knowledge on launching sustainable alternative agriculture, community businesses and organizations, and on community resource management. Additionally, there are workshops on improving teamwork, cooperation, cultural and aesthetic development and expression, financial management and accountant skills, conflict resolution skills, and social and political analysis skills. 





� Miyoshi, op. cit., p. 85.
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