Another World is Possible Only if There is Peace

Speech from Kamla Bhasin at the World Social Forum 2007 in Nairobi, Kenya

Co-Chair, PeaceWomen Across the Globe (PWAG)

A speech given at the PWAG Conference entitled “What do Women Peace Builders Want from The WSF? : Another World is Possible if There is Peace” at the World Social Forum, Nairobi, January 2007

***************************************************************

Friends, let us start by remembering, recognizing and saluting the millions of ordinary people, women and men, whose extraordinary wisdom, hard work, fearless actions have kept this earth alive, which has kept HOPE alive. I mean the dalits, the indigenous people, the working castes, classes and races. Let us remember also the struggles of people for justice, peace, ecology, democracy.

The ordinary men and women are truly global citizens. They give more to this earth than they take. They produce more than they consume. They do not waste or pollute like the most educated, scientific, developed 20% people belonging to the GLOBAL NORTH do. I don’t call them RICH people. I call them GREED Rich. And I must confess, in my life style, I am part of the Global North and I am ashamed of it.

I also salute each one of you here, because I think you are special. You are special because you are not living just for yourself. You are living for social causes, you are trying to keep the “radical and creative spark alive” in the storms of neo-liberalism, neo-conservatism, neo-imperialism.

I salute you and the millions of others because you and they are the salt of the Earth. If HOPE is still alive it is because of these millions who refuse to accept the TINA syndrome. TINA means “There is No Alternative.” To this they say “Other Worlds Are Possible” and struggle to create them.

Yours and their passion in life is beyond your own well-being. They and you are people who plant fruit trees without thinking whether you will be there to eat the fruits or not. WSF itself is WAGING PEACE. People who are at the WSF, are trying to build a world in which LIFE MATTERS, LOVE MATTERS. We stand for LOVE and LIFE.

Because of shortage of time I can only make points, cannot elaborate. When you make POINTS with POWER, it is a “powerpoint presentation.” Do you agree?

My main point is that the present greed and profit based economic system is the biggest problem and the biggest hurdle to PEACE. For millions it is the biggest killer. This economic system is the father of all problems. It is the father of all wars. It is the father of many fundamentalisms and terrorisms. In many ways it is also the father of patriarchy. Remember Engels who linked private property to the emergence of class and patriarchy?

In my opinion the biggest terrorism is market terrorism. The worst form of fundamentalism is neo-liberalism and neo imperialism.

The Amercian Dream has created nightmares for millions of people.

The standard of living of greed rich countries is responsible for the plunder of Mother Nature, of the so-called Third World, of the working classes, castes and races, and of course of women.

Many sisters, especially Black sisters from the US, have told us what this system is doing to the Blacks and the coloured people within the US. We have heard what this system has done to the whole of Eastern Europe. If this system cannot provide jobs, welfare, dignity in the US and in Europe, can it solve our problems? Tell me, can it?

Many of us in PWAG [PeaceWomen Across the Globe] believe that the greed based paradigm of development is waging a war against life itself. Our environment is full of violence, daily life is full of violence and there is DIS-EASE all around. For millions of women, men and children ALL times are war-times. There is no peace for them; there is no EASE for them. There is only DIS-EASE.

Neither the body nor the mind is healthy,

Neither politics nor economics is healthy,

Neither science nor technology is healthy,

Neither religion nor education is healthy,

No relationships are healthy, not even those between parents and children, husbands and wives. Power, profit and patriarchy have vitiated everything and brought our universe to the brink of disaster. This, I believe, is at the core of the crises we face today. All other crises are a result, are mere symptoms.

We recognize that the problem is with the whole system, with the thinking and principles being used to organize the world. Without demolishing this entire paradigm, this greed and profit based system, neither peace nor life are possible. All of us recognize that peace is not possible without justice. So wanting peace means wanting justice.

Let us remember that PEACE is related to people's identity and dignity, their access to land and water, their access to education and jobs, their access to housing, their access to decision-making-power. The present economic system is leading to centralization of control over resources and decision making. Even our governments are losing control over our national resources. Corporations control ever more resources and decisions.

Questions of equity and justice, questions of power and control, have been and are the main questions, at least for all the marginalized communities and countries of the world.

I repeat, no common future, no “health for all”, no justice, and no peace is possible within the present order and within the present development paradigm.

This story from Gautama Buddha’s childhood sums up many things about our world today. Gautama was about 12 years old and was playing in the garden when he saw a beautiful bird fall from the sky. He rushed to the bird, picked it up and saw that the bird had been hit by an arrow. He ran home with the bird and started nursing it. Just then one of his male cousins came rushing in, saying, “Gautama give me my bird, this is my bird.”  Gautama asked him why the bird was his. He replied, “It is mine because I hit it with an arrow and brought it down.”  Gautama understood what his cousin said but he did not like his logic. He thought for while and said, “You wanted to kill this bird, which means you are its enemy. How can I give the bird to its enemy? I love this bird, I want it to live, so it is mine.”

The agents of globalization are like Gautama’s cousin. For immediate profit they will “shoot” anything down. For profit they will turn fertile lands into golf courses, they will over-exploit seas, they will poison the land by overuse of fertilizers. For profit they sell cigarettes, Pepsi and Coke, sell pornography, sell weapons. The peasants, farmers, fisherfolk, craftspeople, tribals, indigenous people are like Gautama because they have a relationship of love with nature. They have a caring and nurturing relationship with nature because their lifeline is linked to her.

Those who run the WEF [World Economic Forum] are like the cousin. Those at the WSF [World Social Forum] are like the Buddha. The cousin to me represents masculine thinking, “Bushful” thinking which is ANTI-LIFE. To me Gautama shows the way forward, the only way forward. This is the path of compassion, love, caring, nurturing i.e. the path based on feminine principles. This is the path of and to Peace. And paths are built by walking. PeaceWomen Across the Globe are building paths of peace and justice, some small, some big paths.

Friends, we are here to think and say “What do PeaceWomen want from the WSF?” Many of us have been part of WSF. I feel, before we demand anything from the WSF, we offer things to WSF. We are at the WSF because we also believe Other Worlds are Possible. We also believe in PEOPLE, we believe in LIFE. We believe in Justice and in Peace.  We believe in participatory democracy and in diversity.  We believe in INCLUSION.

We PeaceWomen are here to offer solidarity and support to the WSF. We offer our ENERGY to the WSF. We offer our experiences and insights to the WSF. We offer our LOVE and our PEACE to the WSF.

We PeaceWomen own the WSF and its spirit, its aspirations, because WSF and our views are very similar if not the same. WSF is fighting for justice and so it is fighting for genuine peace. WSF is opposing the greed based neoliberalism which we all believe is at the root of growing disparities, inequalities; which is reducing people’s control over their own resources; which is making corporations all-powerful. Like the WSF we PeaceWomen also believe that injustice is leading to conflicts and wars; it is a major cause of increasing religious intolerance and fundamentalisms.

Therefore, we PeaceWomen are at the WSF to do the following:

• We are here to express and strengthen our solidarity with the millions of people and thousands of people’s organizations who are part of the WSF.

• We are here to broaden and strengthen our networks across national, religious, racial, ethnic borders, to find more partners, to build collaborations. We recognize that unity is our strength, building coalitions is our strength.  Small efforts become big by linking with others, by networking.  In other words, we are here to support globalisation of concern for justice and peace, globalization of LOVE for LIFE and globalization of solidarity.

• We are here to strengthen the voices for PEACE and specially Women’s Voices for peace. We are here to make the presence of Women PeaceBuilders felt and to emphasize the role of women in informal and formal peace processes. We are here to make the contributions of millions of women for justice and peace VISIBLE, RECOGNIZED and CELEBRATED. Everyone needs to recognize and appreciate that if life still continues, if hope is still alive, it is because of the tireless work of women in homes and communities.

• We are here to share our broad and wholistic understanding of peace. For us peace is comprehensive human security. PWAG has classified women’s peace efforts into ten broad categories. All these ten constitute peace for us. These are:

1. Reconciliation and Reconstruction


2. Human Rights and Women’s Rights    

3. Rights of Minorities and Indigenous People    

4. Economic Rights and Livelihood    

5. Justice and Peace    

6. Health and Peace    

7. Education for a Global Culture of Peace    

8. Environmental Justice and Ecological Security   

9. Cultural identities and Expressions  

10. Politics and Governance

• We are here to talk about all these and to show the interconnectedness of phenomenon to emphasize that narrow definitions of peace will not do.

• We are here also to promote the principle of active nonviolence as the only legitimate and sustainable means to transform and resolve conflict.

• We are here to get energized and energize others for our ongoing peace works in our locations. We go back re-energized, re-vitalized, re-connected, re-freshed and re-empowered.

We women have to bring our feminist uniqueness to the WSF. We also have to keep challenging ourselves. I see the following challenges for ourselves in our ongoing work:

We have to keep our closeness to Mother NATURE, our nurturer, our carer. We go to her to relearn the principles of being, living; the principles of ecology, of interconnectedness; the principles of diversity, and harmony. We go to her because she knows how to heal, how to nurture. She tells us in Pablo Neruda’s words “They can destroy all the flowers there are but cannot stop the spring from coming.”  She tells us “No hand is big enough to block the sun forever.”  Not even Bush’s hand. Bushes, Hitlers and Modies come and they go, but Nature remains, People remain. We go to Mother Nature to be reminded of the feminine principles, which are even more necessary today than they were ever before.

We have to keep connected to the PEOPLE,

People who are the means and the end,

People who are bigger than leaders,

People who are bigger than profits,

People who are bigger than MNCs, IMF, World Bank, WTO,

We PeaceWomen also have to go INSIDE us

Into our inner selves,

Into our inner strengths and energy,

We go inside to reconnect with Shakti,

To reconnect with Giae,

To reconnect with ISIS,

To reconnect with TARA,

We go INSIDE to know once again, that

Giving is Living, Living is Giving,

To know: I am, because you are,

To know: more than independence we need interdependence,

More than competition we need cooperation,

We PeaceWomen also have to go OUTSIDE,

Outside of our boxes and disciplines,

Outside of our egos and selfishness,

Outside of our little NGO empires,

Or our academic empires,

We go outside to do deep listening.

We go outside to make connections with other movements. We go to join others to develop common visions and common strategies because we know the peace movement is just another face, another phase of the environment movement, right to work and right to food movement. It is just another face of the health movement, human rights movement, labour movement, peasant movement, right to information movement. It is just another face of movements for our own identities-sexual identities, religious identities, ethnic identities, racial identities, feminist identities, socialist identities. We go and make rainbow alliances to reach our goals. We have to realize that bigger goals require alliances, networks. If I want to be big, I have to give up my small identity. A drop becomes an ocean only when it MERGES with the ocean, when she gives up her identity as a drop. We need to transform our SEPARATENESS into our GREATER ONENESS.

We PeaceWomen have to make BRIDGES

Between the local and the global,

Between individual and community,

Between our separateness and greater oneness,

Between theory and practice,

Between short-term and long-term,

Between parts and whole,

Between body and mind,

Between rational and emotional,

Between nature and culture,

Between economics and ethics,

Between science and mortality.

We have to be local but also GLOBAL.

We go global because unjust globalization can be challenged only through our global connections and actions,

We go global to build global trust, global love,

Global dreams of better worlds,

Global solidarity between the Global South and Global North, 

between people fighting for justice and peace

We have to continue to be MAD:

Mad for justice,

Mad for rights,

Mad for democracy,

Mad for diversity,

Mad for the integrity of our bodies,

Mad for the wholeness for our minds,

Mad for our spirit and spirituality,

We also have to be MAD AT:

Mad at Bushful thinking,

Mad at global sinking,

Mad at greed and profit,

Mad at neoliberal ethic,

Mad at unjust and destructive globalisation, colonisation,

Mad at monocultures,

Mad at anti-people policies of governments,

Mad at selfish, self-centred, power hungry leaders,

Mad at commodification of everything,

Commodification of women,

Commodification of health,

Commodification of desire,

Commodification of love,

MAD at destruction,

Destruction of Mother Nature,

Destruction of communities,

Destruction of human values,

Destruction of harmony,

Destruction of connections between phenomena,

Destruction of diversity,

MAD at patriarchy,

Mad at all hierarchy.

We GO MAD because we are angry, we are hungry, we are sick, we are raped, we are silenced, we are disempowered, we are marginalised,

We are ignored, unrecognised, unsung,

We have to continue SHOUTING, shouting that

Peace is life, peace is culture.

Peace is food, peace is agriculture,

Peace is love,

Peace is caring,

Peace is nurturing,

Peace is belonging,

Peace is honesty,

Peace is integrity,

Peace is balance,

Peace is tolerance,

Peace is autonomy,

Peace is self-governance,

Peace is dignity,

Peace is simplicity,

Peace is wholistic,

Peace is ecological,

Peace is music, Peace is dance,

Peace is rational, Peace is trance.

Peace is justice, Peace is equality,

Peace is quantity, Peace is quality,

Peace is democracy, Peace is diversity,

Peace is rights, Peace is power,

Peace is inclusion, Peace is fusion,

Peace is pluralism, Peace is secularism.

We have to continue Looking at the World through Women’s Eyes.

We have to continue making claims.

Defining legitimacy; our legitimacy, legitimacy of our claims, our views, our feminist perspectives and goals; legitimacy of our choices and voices, legitimacy of our dreams.

We also have to continue the “Politics of Remembering.”

We remember our foremothers and our forefathers who fought for justice,

We remember not just our rights but also our responsibilities,

We remember our achievements but also those tasks which remain to be done.

Politics of remembrance also means we never forget Minamata, Bhopal, Chernobyl.

We never forget wars and genocides.

We never forget the natural and political tsunamis.

We have to fetch younger feminists (women and men) into our movements, because they are our hope and future. We have to nurture them, help them become strong and gentle, rational and passionate. Slowly we hand over the movement to them.

To show how we will shout, connect, be noticed, we will conclude with a slogan. A slogan for freedom or aazaadi, which I learnt many years ago from my sisters in Pakistan:

We women want Aazaadi

From wars and violence Aazaadi

From helpless silence Aazaadi

From rape and plunder Aazaadi!

From exploitation Aazaadi!

From sexploitation Aazaadi!

From globalisation Aazaadi!

From privatisation Aazaadi!

From colonisation Aazaadi!

From monocultures Aazaadi!

From profit vultures Aazaadi!

From Bushful thinking Aazaadi!

From global sinking Aazaadi!

From patriarchy Aazaadi!

From all hierarchy Aazaadi!

AIternative Democracies: Democracy as a System of Governance & Democracy as a Feminist Vision

Presentation held by Kamla Bhasin at the 3rd Feminist Dialogue in Nairobi, Kenya, January 17 to 19, 2007

***************************************************************

My feminist salaams to all of you and to all our FOREMOTHERS who struggled for hundreds of years, to get us where we are today.

My special greetings to our African sisters.  My body likes the air of Africa, my heart and soul are happy to be here.

I was here in 1985 for the women’s conference. It was an amazingly energizing experience. I was here two years ago. Two years ago I was in a meeting of a women’s group in a working class area of Mombasa. All of us had to introduce ourselves. Every time a woman started speaking she said “Wakina Mama Hai.” The whole group answered with energy “Hai.”  I asked what they were saying.  I was told every time a woman spoke she asked, “Are you women with me?  Are you listening?” And they said yes, we are with you.

That was a preparation for a genuine dialogue, based on deep listening, a preparation for communication, communion where we listen with open hearts and speak with honesty.

So I ask you friends, “Wakina Mama Hai? Are you listening, with your Hearts?” Are you open enough to make this Feminist Dialogue a genuine dialogue?

Another story. A leader of an indigenous group was asked, “Tell us wise one, what are the three most important things in life?”  She thought for a loooooong while and said, the first important thing in life is PEOPLE, she pondered a while and said, the second important thing is PEOPLE, and the third important thing is also PEOPLE.

Democracy or rule of people also believed in people, but from the very beginning the notion of people excluded some categories of people, e.g. slaves and women were not people. Only propertied men were considered to be people. Even today, propertied men control most democracies.

Liberal Democracy turned the rule of people into rule by representatives of people. In societies with deep class, caste, race, gender inequalities, leaders have seldom represented the majority of people or worked for their wellbeing. The elites have ruled to safeguard their own interests.

EXCLUSION has been the norm, exclusion of all dominated, exploited, and hated groups. Women and Dalits, indigenous people, and colored people and sexual minorities are still struggling to be recognized as people and to get their Human Rights.

You remember that old feminist postcard which said, “Feminism is the Radical Notion that Women Are People”?  Unfortunately, we still have to repeat this ridiculous notion.

Today legally women are people in most societies but they are most under-represented in all decision-making bodies. This under-representation and exclusion we women share with other subordinate groups.

Today our liberal democracies are not only controlled by local elites, male or female, they are hijacked by global elites from a handful of money rich countries and by Corporates, World Bank, WTO etc.

We are talking here of alternative democracies. Many of us believe alternative democracy is not possible without alternative economics. Feminism has taught us to see interconnections, flows & continuums.

Many of us here believe our democracies are undemocratic because our economics and economies are undemocratic. Economics has been the father, the bully, the ruler, and the lord. Politics is the child, the supporter, the slave, and the lackey.

Today’s economic paradigm is not only the father of anti-people democracies, it is the father of all wars, father of militarization, of militarisms. It is the father of most fundamentalisms.

According to some, the very purpose of the state was to protect private property and the very purpose of liberal democracy was to uphold and reinforce capitalist relations of production and power. Liberalism does not believe in economic democracy because that would interfere with the free exercise of rights to private property.

Particularly since the late 1980’s there has been increasing dissatisfaction with liberal democracy, because capitalist market economies have invariably resulted in concentration of wealth, an increased gap between the rich and the poor and the exclusion of most, from vital economic decisions.

Centralization of economic power is based on greed, endless greed, leading to endless exploitation of natural resources and people, especially women.

According to Vandana Shiva the present global economy is a permanent war economy and the means or instruments of this war are coercive free trade treaties, technologies of production based on violence and control, such as toxic, genetic and nano-technologies.

Vandana Shiva goes on to say, these economic measures are the real “Weapons of Mass Destruction” which kill millions in peace-time by robbing them of food and water, thus poisoning the web of life.  She says:

“Globalization is shaping a world in which bees, biodiversity and peasants are defined as threats inviting “preemptive strikes” through violent technologies and trade treaties.” 

“The present global wars are a direct outcome of economic and corporate globalization; a handful of corporations and a handful of powerful countries seek to control the earth’s resources and to transform the planet into a supermarket in which everything is for sale. They want to sell our water, our genes, our cells, our organs, our knowledge, our cultures and our future. Militarisation is the shield for corporate globalization, both nationally and globally.”

Vandana Shiva says, “Real democracy is the first principle that corporate globalization sacrifices. Government gets divorced from their people. Representative democracy is no longer representative or democratic under pressures of corporate globalization. The combination of corporate rule and electoral democracy inevitably shifts politics towards fascism, fundamentalism and militarism.

     An economy based on greed and profit alone, is inevitably an economy of death and it creates politics and cultures of death.”

Vandana Shiva goes on to say, “The economy of death is based on fear. Fear amongst those who lose their livelihoods, homes, cultures, allowing them to be more easily manipulated by fascists and fundamentalists; AND also fear amongst those who set their eyes on the resources and wealth of others. This is the fear which drives the current wars, a fear that supports the economics of death with cultures of violence and the politics of violence and exclusion.”

According to Vandana Shiva, “If terrorism is the dominant category of our times, negativity is the dominant trend. Negative economies are being supported by negative politics. Inverted states, which create freedom for foreign investors and destroy the freedom of their citizens, corporate states which deregulate corporate activity and over-regulate the everyday life of their citizens. Negative politics is also expressed in the death of economic democracy and economic nationalism, and in the rise of fundamentalist ideologies, cultural nationalism. Negative economies and politics feed on and fuel negative cultures and identities.”

According to Vandana Shiva: “Cultures have been shaped by the land, cultural diversity has co-evolved with biological diversity. As identities are displaced and insecurities grow, identity is shaped by insecurity, culture is experienced through the negation of the “other”. In these negative cultures and identities, terrorism, extremism and xenophobia take on virulent form. Humanity defines itself through its inhumanity; vicious cycles of violence and exclusion-cultural, political economic-become the dominant trend.”

“Globalization is, in fact, the replacement of self-determined, self-organized systems with extremely manipulated ones, globally financed and globally organized. Global terrorism and fundamentalism are the inseparable twins of economic globalization. Politics stops being accountable to the people, the public is treated as the first threat, the potential enemy, a terrorist in the making.”

(From Vandana Shiva, “Globalizations New Wars: Seeds, Water and Life Forums,” Women Unlimited, New Delhi, 2005.)

The ordinary women and men have understood these connections very well. In fact women like Vandana Shiva have learnt from women and men whose livelihoods have been attacked, whose cultures have been destroyed, whose identities negated, by corporate greed. Poor women in Latin America, Africa, Asia and also in the US and Europe have understood all this and taught people like us.

Feminist Contribution to Democracy

Feminists have broadened the notion and practice of politics and democracy.

We coined the slogan, “The personal is political.”

We dismantled the walls between the “domestic” and the “public.”

We insisted that democracy is not just a tool. It is a culture, a way of thinking, a way of being, a way of relating; democracy is a value, a principle, a non-negotiable. Democracy must begin in our families and organizations.

We feminists have tried to practice democracy in our organizations by making non-hierarchical collectives, by trying collective leadership. Sometimes it may have led to collective paralysis, but we tried.

Feminists have opposed Bushful thinking everywhere. You know what Bushful thinking is? Using bombs to talk, making greed into a God; making othering and hating the other legitimate.

Feminists have spoken passionately about Diversity and Inclusion. We have spoken of PLURALISM, which not only tolerates diversity but celebrates it.

Feminists have provided strong ecological perspectives. We have included all living beings, living systems into our notion of democracy. Vandana Shiva talks of Earth Democracy which, according to her, involves the reinvention of cultural identity, politics and the economy:

“Human Rights in our times must focus on the human species to survive in peace with each other and with the rest of the earth family”. Vandana Shiva says, “For the first time we have an opportunity to seek freedom in inclusive ways, in our diversity, to seek freedom for humans in partnership with other species and to seek freedom non-violently. This freedom of diversity is the alternative to globalization.”

“Earth Democracy is living democracy. Reclaiming the community and the commons is at the heart of building living economies and living democracy. A key element of living democracy is the recognition that the right to vital resources is a natural right. It is not given by the states and it cannot be taken away by corporations through privatization. As a natural right, the right to life and life’s sustenance is also a common right”… 

…I think it is important to bring spirituality into our discussions. For me spirituality is being close to nature, following the principles of nature. It is understanding interdependence. I am, because you are.

For me spirituality is understanding and following feminine principle of caring, nurturing, loving, being compassionate. To practice spirituality is to wage a struggle between the negative and positive forces in our mind, in our collective mind. For me:

Spirituality is the end of Bushful thinking

Spirituality is bringing together of

Economics and Ethics

Science and Morality

Politics and Honesty/Transparency

Yin and Yang, Anima and Animus

Such spirituality has to inform and guide our Radical Earth Democracy.

Feminist Understanding of Radical Democracy:

• For us feminists, Radical Democracy insists on the literal understanding of democracy as decision making of and by the people.

• It is convinced that such “people democracy” is actually possible, it is doable.

• It believes in equal opportunity for all to take part in decision making not only in the political realm, but also at the workplace, in religion and cultural communities, in the family and in all interpersonal relationships.

• It encourages all people to gain control over their lives.

• It tries to create structures and systems, which make it possible for citizens to exercise self-determination.

• It encourages people to respect the rights of others, to take part in debates about the “common good” and to create institutions that are truly participatory and egalitarian

• Radical Democracy is participatory.

• It recognizes that democracy needs to continue, to undergo a process of re-creation, constant experimentation. In a sense, democracy can never be achieved in any final form, it has to be continually recreated and renegotiated.

Vandana Shiva says, “Grassroots movements of women and men are the embodiment of such ongoing democratization processes. They show the variety of ways in which women struggle for more control over their daily lives, extending opportunities for greater participation and well being in the future. These groups address practical everyday problems, improve living conditions in particular locations and promote values associated with local, decentralized democracy. They redefine the form and content of politics and democracy by seeking to create and expand spaces for democratic decision making, consciousness raising, individual self development, group solidarity, ritual practices and more effective participation in society and religion. Women/men are and have been at the forefront in creating and shaping such global processes of democratization.”

And we will continue to do the same. There is no alternative to grassroots mobilization. The world will be transformed by the extraordinary wisdom and hard work of ordinary women and men. 
