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These days, a quick glance at the headlines is enough to confirm that our world is in desperate need of a new vision for international cooperation. Globalization means that no community can prosper in isolation from communities elsewhere. Our welfare is affected by events from Mexico to Thailand, decisions made in distant capitals, and threats from enemies we may never see – like global warming, new diseases, and international networks of terrorists and criminals. In this scenario, global cooperation is not an option, it's essential. Either we pursue a narrow definition of our “national interests” against the background of growing inequality, insecurity and environmental degradation, or we embark on a new era of collective action, much as the international community agreed to do in the aftermath of World War Two. Their vision was soon overtaken by the Cold War and growing North-South conflicts, but now – with the Cold War out of our system and global threats mounting – we have another opportunity to fashion a “Future Positive” together. What might that mean in practice, and why do I argue that this revolution will fail without an explicitly religious and spiritual dimension?

Why we need reform.

There are at least four reasons why we need a new system of international cooperation. First, our attempts since 1945 have never gotten to grips with the fundamental challenge of modern times: re-shaping the costs and benefits of global capitalism. Instead, foreign aid has been used to knit together a social safety net for the casualties of state and market failure, but one which leaves out many more people than it can ever save. There simply isn’t enough money to go around, and even if there was, it would not be made available in the right ways at the right time. Instead, why not pool all foreign aid in a network of “National Development Funds” governed by – and accountable to – a partnership between government, business and civil society on the ground? That would encourage societies to take responsibility for their own development, rather than beg, borrow or steal from the West. Yes, mistakes would be made, but that is how people learn and institutions grow stronger – and any negative consequences would be far less traumatic than the damage done to Russia, for example, by ten years of heavy-handed foreign meddling and a forced march to crony Capitalism.

Second, we have failed to establish the conditions required for cooperation to work: mutual respect in international affairs, and the legitimacy that comes from democratic participation in setting the rules of the game. In this sense, the word “cooperation” is a misnomer; “intervention” is much more honest. By and large, the institutions that count in the global arena are run by and for the rich world (think of the World Bank, the IMF and the World Trade Organisation), and those that try to be more open and democratic - like the United Nations - are increasingly marginalized from mainstream decision-making. Consequently, the Third World has no say in the solutions to global problems, and no stake in their outcomes. We need a democratic constitution for a globalizing world – a set of rules and agreements that can protect the equal rights and entitlements of all its citizens. And that means increasing poor countries’ voice in all international bodies (voting weighted by population as well as Gross National Product), and more space for citizens’ groups, labor unions and churches in the corridors of power. 

Third, too many of the solutions we have pursued have been dependent on action by recalcitrant governments. In a globalising economy and an evolving global polity, it is the dynamism of business and civil society that influences change as much as state regulation, but they - especially civil society - are usually excluded from a seat at the negotiating table. The United Nations cannot halt global warming unless ordinary people decide to do something about pollution, yet our international institutions are distanced from the constituents whose support is required to make them work – which means us. In reality, few Americans are interested in wearing clothes made by workers who are exploited, and those who campaign on their behalf are mobilizing the muscle of consumers, investors and employers to generate reform. Multinational corporations themselves are writing codes of conduct that make globalization work for the poor - purchasing coffee produced by cooperatives that guarantee workers a fair share of the proceeds, for example, or making sure that soccer balls are not stitched by children working as slave laborers. 

Fourth, in the words of the General Confession, “we have done what we ought not to have done, and left undone what we ought to have done.” The dangerous hubris of molding other societies in our own image must be consigned to the dustbin of history. At the same time, we can help in important ways, especially by making the global context more supportive to local efforts. The rich world needs a greater sense of humility about what is possible through aid and intervention, balanced by more concerted efforts where outside help can really make a difference. For example, the New York Police Department spends as much money each year as the UN does on peacekeeping, and (contrary to popular opinion) there are more permanent employees at Disneyland than in the UN Secretariat – a good illustration, perhaps, of a world with its priorities turned upside down. Now is the time for a standing United Nations army and police force to back Security Council resolutions, and an International Criminal Court to hold the abusers to account. With those institutions in place we'd have a better chance of preventing tragedies like the recent genocide in Rwanda, where 800,000 people lost their lives as Western governments watched, waited and sat on their hands. 

Why reform needs the life of the Spirit.

On the face of it, none of these changes requires a religious or spiritual approach, yet I want to argue that marrying the inner life of meaning and conviction with the practice of new forms of economics and public policy is the key to social transformation. There are at least four ways in which religion and spirituality can promote more effective and deep-rooted solutions to global problems.

· Because of their scale, reach and constituency, religious organizations can provide a more effective delivery system for the social and economic services poor people need (such as health care or micro-credit), and a stronger social base from which to influence public policies in the same areas. The success of the Jubilee 2000 movement in harnessing a religiously inspired message to support from a mass constituency (based around churches and faith-based coalitions) provides a good example.

· Because of their theological and scriptural traditions, religious organizations can provide alternatives to orthodox, secular thinking, especially in economics and economic policy. Such traditions can provide legitimacy to discriminatory policies too, of course, yet much current thinking in the global movement for economic justice takes its inspiration from religious ideas built around self-reliance and the need to find less exploitative economic systems than current forms of capitalism - such as Islamic economic thinking on banking, interest and debt.

· Because the world’s religions converge on a common set of values, they can provide an overarching moral framework for a less destructive approach to economic and social policy – one which elevates human development above profit, for example, and conservation above greed. This framework can then be used as a yardstick to evaluate alternative social, economic and political solutions in different contexts, even if societies disagree with each-other on the details of which solutions suit them best.

· Because the core of religious experience lies in a transformation of the heart, a rich inner life can provide the wellspring for different forms of personal behavior and relationships that writ large, can underpin new and less destructive forms of politics, economics and social policy. Ethical production systems – in which more attention is given to labor and environmental standards by corporations - are not viable without ethical consumers who will pay a higher price for their products; equitable social policies are impossible if men and women are unwilling to share the burden of paid and unpaid work.

All these dimensions of religion and spirituality are important, and much has been written about the first three of them - from proponents and critics of President Bush’s “Faith-Based Initiative” to learned texts on Buddhist and Islamic economics. However, it is the last possibility – the transformation of the Self through spiritual practice - that offers the most potential for a more effective approach to global problems. This is because it is the only aspect of religious or spiritual experience that unites people of different faiths and traditions, and the only safeguard against the use of religion for unjust or anti-developmental ends. Our own age shows us the dangers that religious fundamentalism brings to social institutions when it spills over from the private to the public realm. Social conservatism is rarely more dangerous than when it cloaks itself in religious garb that cannot adequately be challenged by rationalist arguments for social justice because it assumes an other worldly authority. 

However, disciplined self-enquiry of the kind that is characteristic of the spiritual life provides a way out of this impasse, by constantly exposing attitudes and behaviors that masquerade as compassionate or detached. Paradoxically, the expansive compassion and tenderness of heart I am calling for requires all the toughness of mind, courage and flexibility that are also required in the outer struggle for social change. A rich and authentic inner life increases our personal commitment to conserve scarce resources, share our wealth and opportunities, protect each-others’ rights, and co-operate to advance the “common good” - the long term health and welfare of the planet and its social fabric on which all our futures depend. Making people “more competitive” and increasing their voice on the political stage will not promote the changes we seek unless we all learn to use the power we gain in less selfish and self-centered ways. It is one of the paradoxes of globalization that the more we succeed as individuals in the global marketplace, the more we may fail in other areas of our lives and our relationships with others, a failure that destroys the possibilities of similar success for millions of people now and many more in generations still to come. 

The marriage of spirituality and social justice.

What kind of personal changes could energize the move towards an economic order that re-balances competitive and co-operative rationalities, a politics of dialogue rather than unrepresentative democracy, and a social policy that works against marginalization and values the care and nurture of all human beings? The first principles for such change lie at the heart of the teachings of all the great religions – “Love thy neighbor as thyself” in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, “See God in each other” in Sanskrit.
 It is fascinating to recognize that the core of religious teaching concerns our feelings towards each other – a deeply social statement as much as it is profoundly personal. But to love our neighbors as ourselves, we must come to understand our own inner being: to recognize that in our deepest essence we are compassionate, capable of giving love, and worthy of receiving it – not just in our private relationships with each-other, but in the ways in which we practice and participate in public life as producers or consumers, citizens or politicians, husbands, wives and children. Most of us know that our true Self is loving and compassionate, but feel we must disguise it in the street fighting of everyday life. However, when we consciously create more opportunities for inner transformation in our families, schools, workplaces and civic associations, we can begin to exercise our economic, social and political responsibilities in ways that both draw from and encourage the personal changes we are looking for. It may sound romantic to call for an economics or politics that is loving and compassionate, but this is exactly what we can shape through conscious action.

Only when established in this positive self-knowledge are we likely to confront the overriding challenge that faces us in the 21st century: the need to re-balance the competitive and co-operative forces that motivate each one of us, whether in economics, politics or social life. We can do this by regulating - and ultimately re-constructing - all systems of power in ways which achieve three things: a more equal distribution of what they deliver, less costly ways of producing it, and more co-operative values and behavior among the participants. This sounds impossibly abstract, but lots of useful experiments are already underway.

In economics for example, new forms of enterprise are competing effectively in open markets but distributing work and profits with a social purpose, backed up by codes of conduct to level up working conditions and supported by a growing movement for “ethical consumption.” The links that are developing between peasant production systems in Latin America and supermarket campaigns in industrialized countries provide a good example of this wave of the future. 

In politics, municipalities in Latin America, India and Uganda are inventing new forms of “dialogic democracy” in which representatives from civil society and business share in decision-making with local government. These innovations give everyone a voice in decision-making and reduce the dangers of “elected dictatorships” that favor the interests of the rich. As members of civil society partnerships, alliances and networks spanning the globe, these experiments will become the building blocks of more democratic global governance.

In the area of social policy, organizations like the Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India and the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh are promoting different ways of sharing the costs and responsibilities of child-care, so that women can increase their incomes and assets without sacrificing their own health and welfare in the process. These innovations achieve a better set of trade-offs between social and economic outcomes, and challenge discrimination where it matters most.

Although personal transformation is rarely an explicit element in these experiments, it is the missing ingredient required to make them work on a larger scale. Such innovations show how ethics of caring and co-operation can be matched by institutions through which they can be expressed, and the deeper personal commitment required to put those ethics into practice. Such self-reinforcing cycles of sharing and stewardship are the key to a social order that enables all people to meet their basic needs for security, voice and equality of rights, with less of a risk that in doing so they will deny others the same opportunities for a fulfilling life. 

Conclusion.

Although there are many interesting experiments like these to report on, they do not add up to much when compared to the forces that really drive change in the contemporary world. What are missing are scale, depth and sustainability - to make these innovations the norm rather than the exception. Achieving those goals requires a mass base to support radical change, and that in turn requires an inner transformation on a scale not realized in any period in history. Motivating large numbers of people to shift to more co-operative behavior and persuade those in power to create more inclusive institutions goes against the heart of the current economic order. Without personal change towards more caring and compassionate ways of being and dealing with each other, it will be very hard to generate the momentum to bring about such a shift.

However, the vision of a world that manages the costs and opportunities of an integrated economy to mutual benefit provides a powerful leitmotif for the century to come. True freedom is attainable only through relations with others, since in an interconnected world I can never be safe until you are secure; nor can one person be whole unless others are fulfilled. That is only possible on a cooperative world. Is that the kind of world we want to live in and bequeath to those we love? If so, our responsibilities are clear.
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�  “Paraspara devo bhava.”





