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 Editorial  

Janet McIntyre 
 

Thank you to all the part icipants who have contributed to 
this special edition of ALARA, The lead papers appear here 
in print along with a full online version, that enables all our 
voices to be heard in one place.  Please follow the link to 
http://rc10internetforum.wikispaces.com/ XVIIth+ISA+Wor
ld+Congress+of+Sociologyw  and via ALARA website  at 
www.alara.net.au .  

 

The collection spans religion, culture and nationality and 
provides space for differences of opinion and freedom (to the 
extent that our differences and freedoms do not undermine 
the wellbeing of others). The papers draw on our current 
praxis and are a response to current events. They are the 
result of a symposium at the Faculty of Social and Political 
Sciences, Indonesia, organized by Professor Dr Bambang and 
Dr Lisman Manurung, entitled ôDemocracy, good 
governance and accountabilityõ in Jakarta, an interfaith 
symposium entitled ôContributing to Peaceõ, organised by 
the Chaplain, Geoff Boyce, at Flinders University, and three 
joint sessions of the International Sociological Associationõs 
Research Committee 10 on Participation and Research 
Committee 51 on socio-cybernetics in Barcelona, entitled 
ôRepresentation, Accountability and Sustainable Futuresõ. 

 

This edition was finalized the day after the commemoration 
for the victim s of the bushfires in Victoria , Australia . Local, 
national, regional and international solidarity was modelled 
through donations , volunteering and acts of kindness to 
strangers. Indonesia showed its neighbourliness by sending 
staff and funding to support t he disaster victims.  
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About the authors and their abstracts  

All authors contributing to both this printed edition and the 
full online version with all the voices are acknowledged 
here. 

 

Abdushomad , Muhammad Adib , is a graduate of Flinders 
University and a senior staff member at the Ministry of 
Religion in Jakarta. He has developed a proposal for PhD 
research on ways to enhance interfaith dialogue, curriculum 
development and critical thinking with pesantran (religious 
boarding schools) in Indonesia. This research could help to 
enhance discursive democracy in Indonesia.  

 

Banerjee, Reshmi , PhD, is a Post Doctoral Research Fellow, 
in the Department of International Relations, University of 
Indonesia, Banerjee discusses food security in India, which 
together with water will be pressing concerns for everyone 
in the years ahead. reshmibchakraborty@yahoo.com 

 

Castro Laslow , Kathia,  PhD, has many years experience 
facilitating evolutionary learning for a sustainable future. 
She was a student of Bela Banathy and has helped to pioneer 
a form of action learning and participatory action research. 
She is one of the founding members of the International 
Systems Sciences and has lead special integration groups on 
evolutionary design based on two generations of work by 
the Laslow family . kathia@syntonyquest.org 

 

Hilton , Brian,  is a senior lecturer at the Nottingham Business 
School in Ningbo, China. He has published two books on 
systems thinking and sustainable futures and is an active 
member of the International Systems Sciences. His paper, 
Responsible corporate philanthropy: an emergent alternative to 
corporate social responsibility? The case of accountable security, 
makes a case that corporate market responsibility can be 

mailto:kathia@syntonyquest.org
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enhanced by civil society networks (such as Green Peace and 
Amnesty International ) but that more participatory dialogue 
is needed to work out shared interests. 
hilton_brian@hotmail.com 

 

Li , Jon, is an action researcher who has worked on systemic 
planning issues for the last 20 years. He is a member of the 
International Systems Sciences. His teachers, Stafford Beer 
and John P. van Gigch, influence his work. Jon stresses that 
participation is a way to test out ideas  and to make cities 
liveable for the next generation. He cites a range of useful 
references to enhance our understanding of liveable cities. 
jli@davis.com 

 

Manurung , Lisman,  is a senior lecturer at the University of 
Indonesia and member of the Jakarta Provincial Council. His 
areas of expertise are water and transport. His research 
moved in the direction of PAR by working with stakeholders 
to document their diverse ideas. His paper weighs up the 
viewpoints of stakeholders who give their views on water 
affordability and availability. His research makes it clear that 
the public private partnership has not delivered affordable 
water to the very poor, nor has it prevented the 
environmental degradation of Jakarta caused by too many 
wells to avoid paying for water . lismanm@yahoo.com 

 

Mugabushaka , John, is a PhD student at Flinders 
University,  who reflects on his Congolese heritage, personal 
experiences and his commitment to make a cultural  shift 
away from a patriarchal mindset. His paper on ôparticipation 
and development as freedomõ provides hope for all those 
approaching difficult challenges. 
john.mugabushaka@flinders.edu.au 

 

Mustofa , Muhammad , PhD, is a professor at the University 
of Indonesia and a well known media commentator. His 

mailto:hilton_brian@hotmail.com
mailto:jli@davis.com
mailto:lismanm@yahoo.com
mailto:john.mugabushaka@flinders.edu.au
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paper details the extent of white collar crime in Indonesia 
and is based on action learning with his graduate students 
who help collect secondary data from newspaper articles to 
track the cases of white collar crime. He invites them to write 
up their findings in class papers, which form the basis of an 
ongoing action learning team. masmus2151@yahoo.com 

 

McIntyre -Mills , Janet, PhD, is Adjunct Professor at the 
University of Indonesia  and Associate Professor at Flinders 
Universityõs Institute of Public Policy and Management.  She 
contributes in the fields of sociology and critical systems 
thinking and their applicat ion to complex governance and 
public policy concerns.  Her work has contributed to policy 
areas concerned with sustainability, complex problems, and 
critical systemic approaches to public health, wellbeing, and 
participatory democracy . janet.mcintyre@flinders.edu.au 

 

OõDonnell, Kim,  is a researcher at Flinders University, 
South Australia, who has mentored many Aboriginal health 
and wellbeing projects. kim.odonnell@flinders.edu.au  

 

Kelly , Janet, is a nurse, PhD candidate, and researcher at 
Flinders Universi ty, who is also a firefighter in the CSS who 
contributed to the firefighting effort in Victoria. Together 
with Kim OõDonnell, they reflect on the need to enhance 
wellbeing of people, rather than merely concentrating on 
parts of the body in program approach es that do not address 
the whole person within their environment. Both Janet and 
Kim contribute their ideas with Janet McIntyre who has led a 
research project entitled ôUser centric design to address 
complex needsõ with Aboriginal service users and providers. 
janet.kelly@flinders.edu.au 

 

Outhred , Rachel, is a qualified teacher and PhD candidate at 
Flinders University, with lecturing experience in 
Development Studies in the United Kingdom and Australia . 

mailto:masmus2151@yahoo.com
mailto:janet.kelly@flinders.edu.au
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Her current research highlights the difficulties in achieving 
participation with some of the most marginalized and 
powerless women and children in the Upper Volta region in 
Africa. rachelouthred@hotmail.com 

 

Parra-Lunna , Francisco, is a Professor at the University of 
Madrid, Spain, and has been Director of the University 
Institute for Human Resources. He is author of eleven books 
on social system theory and its applications. In this paper he 
makes the case that sociologists need to enable organizations 
to evaluate outcomes based on measures that are constructed 
by the people who they serve. parraluna@cps.ucm.es, 
parraluna3495@yahoo.es 

 

Sudarmo, PhD, is a lecturer at the Department of Public 
Administration of the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences 
of the Sebelas Maret University, Surakarta, Indonesia. Before 
embarking on his Flinders PhD scholarship, he worked on 
Saturdays in Solo as a street trader, thereby learning of their 
difficulties first hand. He has advocate s for the rights of 
informal traders and details the political context of their 
removal from the centre of Solo to the outskirts . His research 
explains how fines and licenses support the existence of the 
very bureaucracy that controls them. Those traders 
considered to be ônoisy and morally unacceptableõ were 
regarded as ôbeyond the paleõ and forced to the margins of 
society. His research enables the traders to explain how they 
tried to organize to support th eir rights and the way in 
which the powerful (to date) have overruled their attempts 
to trade freely in Solo. sudarmo63@yahoo.com 

 

Sunesti , Yuyun,  is a student at Flinders University 
undertaking postgraduate research. Her paper, presented at 
the ôContributing to peaceõ symposium,  explains that in 
Indonesia only some religions are regarded as official 
religions and that this contributes to tensions and to the 

mailto:parraluna@cps.ucm.es
mailto:parraluna3495@yahoo.es
mailto:sudarmo63@yahoo.com
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undermining of the new democracy. She stresses the 
impor tance of interfaith dialogue. yuyunsunesti@gmail.com 

 

Varona, Glen,  is a PhD candidate with lecturing experience 
in the Philippines. He has first hand experience of the topic 
he is researching, namely, the need to enhance policing to 
make it more ethical and to ensure that policing engages 
with this generation and the next. archer_1_4@hotmail.com 

 

Williams , Chris,  intends submitting his PhD dissertation on 
non-government organizations (NGOs) in the Asia Pacific  
region in 2011 to Flinders University . Since completing his 
Masters studies in 1999, Chris has worked for a State water 
utility and a metropolitan local government.  His 
commitment to lifelong learning includes active participation 
on the World Social Forum events in 2008 and the 2009 
World Water Forum in Istanbul.  He makes the case that a 
contested resource is one of the keys to understanding the 
nature of sustainability and the global commons. Lessons 
from water activists are shared in his paper. 
will0447@flinders.edu.au 

 

Wijaya , Andy , PhD, is a graduate of Flinders University and 
a lecturer in the Faculty of Administrative Science and the 
Head of Master Program in Public Administration, 
Brawijaya Universi ty, Indonesia. He stresses the importance 
of participation in developing measures of excellence and to 
control corrupt practice. andyfeftawijaya@yahoo.com.au 

 

Action learning and action research enable us to open up a 
dialogue in the interests of a peaceful sustainable world. 
Warm, hospitable dialogue is the basis for friendship.  
Participation enables dialogue to test out ideas not only by 
so-called ôexpertsõ but also by those with lived experience. 
These testing processes enhance democracy, governance and 
ethics by improving the match between perceived need and 

mailto:yuyunsunesti@gmail.com
mailto:will0447@flinders.edu.au
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policy/service response. At the very least participation keeps 
issues such as food security on the policy table to enhance 
solidarity.  

 

Building awareness of the value of participation was one of 
the key goals of the symposia and it is a key concern for all 
the contributors. Enabling participation is the first difficult 
step that is discussed by many of the contributors. 

 

Some of the papers that appear in this collection begin to 
raise the importance of participation as a way to address the 
concerns raised. The contributions by Wijaya and Manurung 
develop a case for Participatory Action Research (PAR) as a 
form of evaluation to hold water companies to account. 
Other papers, such as the paper by Sudarmo, detail how 
PAR with  informal traders in Solo (Indonesia) tried to enable 
these civil society lobbyists to be heard by government 
authorities. Sudarmo details the challenges and explains 
how difficult it is to achieve dialogue (let alone change) with 
powerful stakeholders who use participation and 
decentralization cynically.   

 

Rachel Outhred also discusses the barriers to undertaking 
PAR with marginalized women  in the Upper Volta (Africa)  
because access can be controlled by powerful gatekeepers 
who control the status quo, namely unpaid labour secured 
through violence and tradition, along with an ongoing flow 
of development funding.  

 

Varona and Williams bring years of lived experience to their 
PhD research journey, which they have just commenced. 
Varonaõs research is aimed at enhancing democratic policing 
to protect the global commons in the Philippines, whilst 
Williamsõs research is aimed at understanding and 
supporting transnational water rights though social 
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solidarity and PAR that draws on the lived expe rience of the 
people.  

 

Much innovative work is conducted without naming the 
activities as ôaction learningõ or ôparticipatory action 
researchõ. The ôaha,õ or ô light bulb,õ moment was 
experienced by many who have presented their work at the 
two symposia and who are trying to foster participation with 
powerless and powerful stakeholders to promote peace, 
social justice, and sustainability. The papers do not gloss 
over the difficulties.  

 

 

Janet McIntyre 

Edition Guest Editor
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 Contributing to peace 

through  participation to 

support unselfish ôfeed 

forwardõ to the next 

generation of life  

Janet McIntyre 
 

The commons can be regarded as the sacred web of life (Capra 1996).  But 

unless we consider ways in which we show agency (Giddens 1984) through 

making choices to protect the commons, we will contribute to the demise of the 

commons and the undermining of peace. Remember, as Edmund Burke 

admonished, óAll it takes for evil to prevail is for people of good will to do 

nothingô, to paraphrase the well-known aphorism. We have a choice; it is not 

our destiny to make decisions that undermine the future for this generation 

and the next. Policy and praxis to support a sustainable future needs to hold in 

mind multiple variables and to consider:  

Á relationships across the sectors (public, private and third sector) and 

the way they play out across the state, market and society, 

Á knowledge domains spanning a range of domains including 

professional and lived experiences, 

Á paradoxes and implications for policy and practice through 

participatory action research,  

Á testing ideas to ascertain if policy decisions are sustainable for this 

generation and the next, and 

Á dialogue: making decisions based on careful contextual considerations 

and taking into account the norms, values and rules. 

 

In our practice we need to show agency in making new paradigms, learning by 

doing, developing pilot approaches and leadership in rule making. Open 

democracy needs to enable reframing the social, economic and environmental 

agendas, so that we understand that we are in not in separate competing 

lifeboats engaged in a zero sum game (Hardin 1968). We are all in the same 

space ship, to use Buckminster Fullerôs concept. We need to understand the 

importance of this metaphor and its relevance to the way in which we organize 

within and across nation states. 
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Introduction  

This ALARj  edition makes a plea for systemic approaches to 
governance and democracy based on avoiding one-way 
communication that undermines peace, because it alienates 
people from one another. Boundaries maintain the rights and 
freedoms of everyone and are important for maintaining 
ideals, but a sustainable future requires harmonizing 
differences through communication based on respecting 
diversity to the extent that freedom and variety does not 
underm ine the freedoms of others1. This is because we are all 
going to be winners or losers if the zero sum approach is 
applied to climate change and development options.  

 

Narrow pragmatism -based on considering the consequences 
for the short term and short -term gain is unsustainable. We 
need to consider the social, economic and environmental 
consequences for self-others and the environment in this 
generation and the next. This requires expanded pragmatism 
based on testing out ideas with future generations of life  in 
mind. We need to be caretakers for the next generation and 
as such they are the principals and we are their agents. This 
can be understood by means of this simple scenario (adapted 
from Khisty & Ayvalik 2003: 59):  

Each of 10 people own 1 1000 lb cow and all 10 cows graze in a 

common area. If an additional cow, is added then all the cows would 

eat less grass and they would weigh 900 lbs.  

                                           
1 Thesis and antithesis are vital drivers and both are needed for a hospitable dialogue towards an 

evolving synthesis. Churchman (1982) discusses the implications of decisions that ñcut offò 

opportunities for thinking, research, policy making and practice. Derrida (2003) also looks at 

boundaries, communication and decision-making when he develops his arguments about democratic 

thinking. He argues that tolerance is too limited and that instead he thinks the cultural concept of 

tolerance should be reworked to support a sense of hospitality towards others and towards diversity, 

wherever possible. Derridaôs choice of concept has many implications for the nature and context of 

communication and decision-making. Rights and responsibilities are linked with citizenship and 

tolerance in Western democracies. The rights of citizens are bounded in conceptual and geographical 

space. Hospitality is not a concept with a necessarily strongly Western or legalistic overtone. It is 

much wider. Hospitality to travelers and strangers (provided they are non-violent) is a concept that 

has resonance with Christianity and with Islamic culture and in Indigenous cultures through out the 

world. Hospitality is given to people as they move from place to place. Nationality, citizenship, 

property and boundaries are widened for a while when being hospitable. Communication linked with 

the concept of hospitality is more likely to be respectful and supportive of transformation than 

communication that is only linked with mere tolerance.  
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But I do not care, because I have an additional cow and so have 900lbs 

x 2 rather than just 1 cow of 1000lbs.The health of all the cows is 

threatened if I continue to introduce more cows, but in the short and 

medium term I will get richer and more powerful, until the number of 

cows outstrips the amount of grass for them to eat- then all the cows 

fall ill and die
2
. Then the rich and the poor cattle owners will suffer as 

their animals die.  

 

This is also an example of what Ulrich Beck (1992) calls the 
ôboomerang affectõ of systemic feedback. Science based on 
simplistic cause and effect has forgotten that socio-economic 
decisions have ôexternalitiesõ that go beyond the immediate 
ôterms of referenceõ. The case I wish to make is that 
competition for resources has led to ôthe tragedy of the 
commonsõ. The scenario can help us understand how we 
make use of resources and how we compete in ways that 
lead to poverty and pollution which enhance ôrisk societyõ 
(Beck 1992). I support the argument that we need to mobilize 
civil society to work towards ôdemocracy without enemiesõ 
and ôwithout bordersõ (Beck 1998, Grugel 1999, Gould 2007) 
in order to protect the wellbeing of this generation and the 
next. This is the difference between: 

Á Development for growth that is unsustainable 
because it forgets the externalities of poverty and 
pollution.  

Á Evolution that is based on responding to the 
environment, adapting and evolving designs that 
are socially, economically and environmentally 
sustainable. 

 

This is why I believe that discursive democracy is so 
important and why the role of action learning and 
participatory action research that supports expanded testing 
of ideas, not only by ôthe expertsõ but also by people with 

                                           
2 See also Khisty and Zeitler (2001) and Khisty (2006) who cite Loyd (1833) and Hardin (1968). 
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lived experience is so important 3. Civil society needs to find 
a way to make sense of complexity rather than denying it 4. 

 

Koestler (1978) poses the question: òAre we a sick 
civiliz ation that will die out?ó He cites his earlier work, Ghost 
in a Machine (1967)5. Will we be able to rise above our base 

                                           
3 The so-called óenemies withinô are human values according to West Churchman (1979) they are 

religion, morality, politics and aesthetics (see McIntyre-Mills et al 2006 a, b, c). We need to embrace 

them because values make us human. But we need to avoid believing that those who are more like us 

are more acceptable and that those who are less like us are less acceptable. Instead we need to 

examine the óenemies withinô critically and systemically so that we homo sapiens sapiens are able to 

see through the shadow of our projections, whether they are orientalist, occidentalist, for example. 

The purpose is not to re-state or cover the territory already covered in the C.West Churchman series 

óto address the enemies within (our values which make us human but which can filter the way we see 

the world). Volume 1 stressed that the leap of faith required to address this paradox and to develop 

resonance and trust through respectful communication is where spirituality, religions and the sciences 

touch fingers across the divide across subjective, objective and intersubjective experiences of the 

world. Volume 3 explores this argument. We need to recognize ñthe enemiesò or values that make us 

(and everyone else) human - these include: ñpolitics, religion, morality and aestheticsò, to use West 

Churchmanôs (1979a: 23) concepts, so as to examine the human potential for hubris, which means 

thinking we can behave not only like a God who has all the answers, but one who projects the wrongs 

onto others.  
4 Conceptual tools can be used to enhance our thinking and practice so as to make creative decisions 

about ways to minimize pollution and poverty. This means rethinking our relationships across self, 

other and the environment. The closest we can get to truth is through compassionate dialogue that 

explores paradoxes and considers the rights and responsibilities of caretakers (see Mcintyre-Mills 

2000, 2006a). 
5 Koestler (1967) developed an argument in ñGhost in the machineò, that human evolution of the brain 

has retained the basic drives which override reason. So emotion and desire for power can lead to 

irrational decisions. 

ñéevolution superimposed a new superior structure onto an old one, with purely overlapping functions, 

and without providing the new with a clear-cut, hierarchic control over the old- thus inviting 

confusion and conflicté.The limbic system may be compared to a primitive television screen which 

combines, and often confuses, projections from the internal, visceral environment with the external 

environmentéBut Nature in her frugality did not discard the old screen. Since it seemed adequate for 

smelling, tasting and feeling what is going on inside the body, she has kept the filaments in the tube 

of the old screen glowing night and dayéò (Koestler 1967: 283). 

ñMan finds himself in the predicaments that Nature has endowed him essentially with three brains 

which, despite great differences in structure, must function together and communicate with one 

another. The oldest of the three brains is basically reptilian. The second has been inherited from the 

lower mammals, and the third is a late mammalian development, which éhas made man peculiarly 

man. Speaking allegorically of these three brains without a brain, we might imagine that when the 

psychiatrist bids the patient to lie on the couch, he is asking him to stretch out alongside a horse and a 

crocodileéò (Koestler 1978: 9, cites MacLleanôs National Institute of Mental health, Bethesda, 

Maryland).  

ñNature has let us down, God seems to have left the receiver off the hook, and time is running out. To 

hope for salvation to be synthesized in the laboratory may seem materialistic, crankish or naïve; but 

to tell the truth, there is a Jungian twist to it ï for it reflects the ancient alchemistôs dream to concoct 

the elixir vitae. What we expect from it, however, is not eternal life, nor the transformation of base 

metal into gold, but the transformation of homo maniacus into homo sapiens sapiens. When man 

decided to take his fate into his own hand, that possibility will be within reachò (Koestler 1967: 339). 

Essentially the limbic system of the brain coexists with the neocortex. Greenfield (2000) argues that the 

notion that a particular part of the brain performs a particular function is incorrect, however and that 

it is possible for the brain to rewire messages to different parts of the brain through consciousness or 

thinking about our thinking. So the language, logic and symbolic thought which is part of the 
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instincts of greed for power which result in poverty and 
pollution through rational thought, or will we sink into 
oblivion because we fail the evolutionary test that nature has 
given to us? òThose civilizations which survive this and 
other tests of sanity will growó (Koestler 1978: 284). 

 

It has been argued convincingly by Baroness, Professor 
Susan Greenfield (2000: 13), a neuroscientist, that the human 
brain is not a compartmentalized hierarchy of functional 
parts and that it has considerable plasticity: 

As the brain becomes more sophisticated, it appears to exploit instinct 

less and less and instead uses increasingly the results of individual 

experience, of learning. Hence individuality, I would argue, becomes 

more evident: the balance starts to tip correspondingly away from 

nature to nurture - the effects of the environment. It is this 

personalization of the brain, crafted over the long years of childhood 

and continuing to evolve throughout life, that a unique pattern of 

connections between brain cells creates what might be best called a 

ómindô. 

 

Enabling people to think about their thinking through 
dialogue, storytelling and by means of m ental walk throughs 
aided by software (McIntyre -Mills 2008) to make connections 
across self, other and the environment could enhance their 
consciousness and the capability to make socially just and 
sustainable decisions.  

 

Can participation  help to enhance consciousness? 

Liberal voting within the boundaries of a nation state is 
insufficient to achieve change. Open democracy needs to 
enable reframing the social, economic and environmental 
agendas, so that we understand that we are in one space 
ship, not in separate competing life boats engaged in a zero 
sum game to prevent people who are floundering in the 

                                                                                                              
neocortex only functions through its interconnectedness with the lower instinctive and emotive parts 

of the brain.  Koester (1967: 48) explains that Holon means part-whole. We are all part of a wider 

system. When we look upwards we are subordinate. When we look downwards we are superior. This 

is the Janus paradox that we as human beings live and which need to understand better.  
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water or in other boats from boarding and sinking our own 
life boats.  

 

Current research (McIntyre -Mills 2006a, b, c, 2007a, b, c, 
2008a, b, c, d, e) supports the argument that thinking about 
our thinking is aided through discursive dialogue and 
debate to test out ideas. The process of testing or falsification 
is vital for science, democracy, ethics and peace. Testing out 
ideas is the basis for science, democracy and an expanded 
ethical pragmatism to ensure that people who are to be 
affected by decisions are part of the decision making process. 
Testing out the ideas needs to be undertaken (not only by 
experts) but by caretakers who have ôlived experienceõ and 
who are concerned about the wellbeing of future generations 
of life. I have cited the work of Greenfield (2000) on 
consciousness and that the more connections we make the 
more mindful and conscious we become (McIntyre -Mills 
2006, 2008a, b, c).  

 

This is an important starting point for why ôthinking about 
our thinkingõ is important. It is helped by realizing that our 
thinking shapes who we are, how we live and the quality of 
the environment that we co -create through our political 
designs and choices.  

 

Connections are the substance of consciousness.  Our 
research to date supports the research undertaken by 
National Economics and the Australian Local Government 
Association (2002, 2003) which concludes that the greater the 
tolerance for diversity, the greater the level of socio-
economic wellbeing in Australia, America and Europe.   
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Definition of key concepts to address the area of 
concern 

Commodification is the overarching narrative of western 
democracy at the moment, but narratives of identity, rights 
and responsibility can be made and remade through story 
telling and respectful listening. Flannery (2005: 302-303) has 
stressed that òall the efforts of government and industry will 
come to naught unless the good citizen and consumer take 
the initiativeó by making an effort to change their daily lives 
and living in a more sustainable way.  

 

It is possible to do things differently and that we can make a 
difference by enhancing the ability of people to engage 
actively in designing and shaping sustainable policy, 
provi ded they are encouraged to think critically and 
systemically about the future. This is a vital caveat. We need 
to change the way we think about society, economics and the 
environment. According to Dr. Neil Hamilton 6, Director, 
WWF International Arctic Prog ramme, within the next five 
years the polar ice cap is likely to melt, thus releasing more 
carbon and methane into the atmosphere and raising the sea 
level by perhaps seven metres.  The way forward, he 
stressed, is for us to reconceptualise the market and to 
reduce the emphasis on economic profit in the interests of 
wellbeing of the planet.  

 

What do we mean by the ôglobal commonsõ? Initially the 
concept was narrowly defined as òassets outside the national 
frontiers such as oceans, space and the Antarcticó7. This 
definition has been reframed to refer to the common good 
supported by social, legal, economic and environmental 

                                           
6 Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Monday 9 June 2008, 10.05am. 
7 OECD definition available at http://stats.oecd.org/glossary/search.asp.  
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policy 8. The Brundtland report, Our Common Future (1987: 
20), highlights the need to work across boundaries: 

Until recently the planet was a large world in which human activities 

and their effects were neatly compartmentalised within nations, within 

sectors (energy, agriculture, and trade) and within broad areas of 

concern (environment, economics, social). These compartments have 

begun to dissolve. This applies in particular to the various global 

ócrisesô that have seized public concern, particularly over the last 

decade. These are not separate crises: an environmental crisis, a 

development crisis, an energy crisis. They are all one. The planet is 

passing through a period of dramatic growth and fundamental change. 

Our human world of 5 billion must make room in a finite environment 

for another human world. The population could stabilize at between 8 

and 14 billion sometime next century, according to UN projections. 

More than 90 percent of the increase will occur in the poorest 

countries, and 90 per cent of that growth is already bursting cities
9
. 

 

The global commons and quality of life provide the bases for 
wellbeing. Wellbeingõ is defined in terms of Nussbaum and 
Gloverõs (1995) conditions for quality of life. The concept of 
ôQuality of lifeõ draws on Nussbaumõs notion of capability 
(1995: 83), which includes the importance of critical 
reflection:  

Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length, not 

dying prematurely, or before oneôs life is so reduced as to be not worth 

livingé Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in 

critical reflection about the planning of oneôs own life. This 

includeséemployment outside the home and to participate in political 

                                           
8 Welcome to the Coalition for the Global Commons (http://www.global-

commons.org/display/CGC2/Home): 
ñWhen referring to the global commons, people think mainly of ecological and climate issues, but the 

global commons involves most of our social and economic concerns as well. These include 

unemployment, loss of culture, hunger, water access, disease, migration, human rights abuses, biased 

information flows, lack of finance and aid, and mounting debt - all relationships that impact our lives 

across national borders. On March 5, 2008, the Coalition for the Global Commons launched an 

international consultation process that engages partners across the world in the development of a 

common global action plan. The Coalition for the Global Commons seeks to provide a multilateral 

platform in politics, economics, civil society, science, religious communities, academia, and the 

media that will enable leaders, experts and the public across the world to work together for a new 

system of global economic and political cooperation. Our consultation activities include personal 

discussions and 'town-hall' meetings, advanced electronic methods for obtaining group agreement 

from distinct opinions, and this moderated Wiki website. The results of these consultations will be 

made public at a conference of international stakeholders in 2010, Convention on the Global 

Commons, where consensus on an action plan will be completed.ò 
9 Our Common Future (1987) available at http://www.worldinbalance.net/agreements/1987-

brundtland.html. 
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lifeébeing able to show concern for other human beingsébeing able 

to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants and the world 

of natureé Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational 

activities.  

 

Peace is based on reciprocity, give and take10, and being 
prepared to avoid greed so that the relationships 11 across 
self, others12 and the environment are sustainable and 
equitable.  Greed is not good13; it leads to some people living 
at the expense of others and at the expense of the next 
generation. What are the implications of competing for the 
last of the non-renewable resources?  Competition for scarce 

                                           
10 The originator of peace studies, John Galtung (1990), argues that peace needs to  avoid the four usual 

processes for dealing with conflict, namely: A or B win or lose at the expense of the other or avoiding 

the issues or achieving some compromise that is less than acceptable. 
11 According to Khisty (2006: 10): The word 'Interbeing ' is a portmanteau, a ómade upô word, coined by 

the Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hahn, that includes the concepts of interconnectedness, 

interdependence and interrelatedness. He explains óinterbeingô as a fundamental reality of life where 

ñthings do not exist separately and outside each otherò (Hanh 2000: 172). ñNote that each element is 

neither a whole nor a part, but a whole/part, for which Koestler (1967) coined the word óholonô and 

óholarchyô. In order to exist each Holon has to retain its own identity or its own agency and at the 

same time it must also fit in with the other holons that are an intrinsic part of its environment. Every 

Holon must maintain not only its won agency but its own communion éon which its existence 

restsé.ò (Jotin: 2006: 9). 
12 Ethical thinking can enhance representation and accountability by means of a design of inquiring 

system that makes a case for expanded pragmatism through thinking about the consequences of our 

decisions for ourselves, others and the environment in this generation and the next. Our environment 

shapes us and we shape the environment in ongoing recursive cycles. Human Animals are not the 

only tool makers and not all human animals can make or use tools.  Learning through testing out 

ideas and tools within an environment leads to the evolution of species.  Powerful tool makers and 

users dominate the less powerful and the environment to extract profit and short term gain. 

Discrimination and frailty can make human animals as vulnerable as other creatures. Expanded 

pragmatism (as opposed to narrow pragmatism) considers the consequences for self, others and the 

environment in the short medium and long term of protecting the interests of the powerful at the 

expense of the powerless. The challenge for traditional liberal democracy was to ensure that 

government organizations acted as accountable agents for the principles, namely the people they 

serve during a three or four year election cycle. Voting in elected members who represent the people 

was considered to be both necessary and sufficient.  

 ñAny Self-Other gradient can be used to justify violence against those lower down on the scale of 

worthiness; any causal chain can be used to justify the use of violence means to obtain non violent 

ends. Gandhi would be as skeptical of Marxist ideas of revolution and hard work, of sacrificing a 

generation or two for the presumed bliss the day after tomorrow, as he would be of 

liberal/conservative ideas of hard work and entrepreneurship, of sacrificing a social class or two for 

the bliss of the upper classes even today étake care of the means and the ends will take care of 

themselvesò (Galtung 1990: 302). Galtung stresses that mindfulness of Ghandi extended to 

accompanying economic boycotts with collections to help those who were in dire need as a result of 

financial hardship and respect for all sentient creatures. This is because we are all part of one 

environment as acknowledged by non dualistic Buddhists and others who think in terms of the 

interconnectedness of nature. 
13  See Pizzigati, S. (2006) Greed and Good available at 

http://www.greedandgood.org/NewToRead.html. This is the mantra of the 80ôs stock market players. 



 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   19 

 

resources has implications for peace within and across 
nation states, but also intergenerational consequences. 
Competition, in particular for the last of the non -renewables, 
oil and uranium underpins international relations.  

 

The argument developed in this paper is that if people are 
able to make more connections across social, economic and 
environmental concerns through ôjoining up the dotsõ, so to 
speak, they will understand that human beings exist only 
because they have air to breathe, water to drink and food to 
eat.  

 

Peace needs to be informed by a definition of violence across 
the personal to the interpersonal and in terms of 
relationships with self ðothers and the environment. The 
dualistic atomistic thinking encouraged by Cartesian 
thought (Veitch 1977) plays out in the way that we divide 
and categorize without comprehending the interconnections 
across science specializations or across different kinds of 
knowledge (McIntyre -Mills 2006).  Galtung (1990: 292) 
defines types of violence as direct and structural: 

 

 Survival  
needs  

Wellbeing 
needs  

Identity needs  Freedom needs 

Direct 
violence  

Killing  Debt 

Maiming, 
siege, 
sanctions, 
misery  

Desocialization, 
resocialisation, 
secondary citizen 

Repression, 
detention, 
expulsion  

Structural 
violence  

Exploitation 
Active  

Exploitation 
Passive 

Market 
Penetration  

Political  

segmentation 

Silencing 

Marginalization  

fragmentation  

 

Direct violence by war and sanctions are as problematic as 
indirect structural violence of the market rules that appear to 
privilege the powerful in the short to medium term. Let us 
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consider two examples that span both structural and direc t 
violence.  

 

Example 1 

Structural violence of the WTO, which controls markets, 
leads to imports of low -cost goods to USA. In the bid to 
compete standards of quality drop and farmers /producers 
who cannot compete on price are excluded. The surprising 
result is that USA is putting its own population at risk 
according to ôFood and Water Watchõ (a citizenõs group 
dedicated to defending the global commons):  

The WTOôs agreement on Agriculture has been a failure for fruit and 

vegetable farmers in the United States and has encouraged the 

development of export platforms in the developing world that benefit 

from low wages and weak environmental standards to ship low-cost 

fruit and vegetable products to the United States14.  

 

This is an apt example of what Ulrich Beck (1992) called the 
ôboomerang affectõ of risk society where poverty and 
pollution have a feedback affect.  

 

Example 2 

Direct violence can be illustrated by revisiting Galtungõs 
(1990: 297) reference to Israelõs relationship with West Bank 
inhabitants. We can explain and expand his table with 
reference to current events in Gaza and we can develop the 
argument that without the bases for life in Gaza and in all 
undeveloped areas we undermine wellbeing.  

 

The UN despite making statements recently about the war 
has not intervened15, despite the reports submitted by 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu that were commissioned by UN, 

                                           
14 http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/food/pubs/reports/the-poisoned-fruit-of-american-trade-policy 
15 http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/jan/09/hamas-gaza-ceasefire-un-israel/print 
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in which he argued that the Israeli army attacked a civilian 
family killing 18 on November 2006 in Beit Hanoun.  

 

Tutu had to wait 18 months for a v isa and then his report 
was rejected by Israelõs ambassador as ôanother regrettable 
product of the Human Rights Council. The report was 
dismissed with the comment òéIt is regrettable that the 
mission took place at alló16. 

 

In January Tutu called the blockade ôan abominationõ that 
continued, because of international complicity 17. 

Israel has been bombing Gaza continuously since December 27, and 

began its ground invasion on January 3. More than 700 Palestinians 

had been killed by January 8. Around 3000 Palestinians have been 

injured, according to Palestinian medical reports. Almost a third of 

these are children, according to Gazan medics
18

. 

 

Across Europe19 protests were mounted in response to 
concerns about the slaughter of civilians and the 
disproportionate force  used against people trapped within 
the Gaza zone. Yesterday I attended the peace rally on the 
steps of Parliament House, South Australia (January 11, 
2009). The arguments couched in the language of peace by 
Nobel Peace Laureate, Desmond Tutu, have broad 
resonance.   

 

War is never acceptable for the innocents maimed and 
traumatized. The notion of ôa just warõ and ôthe right to 
defend oneselfõ using weapons of mass destruction such as 

                                           
16 McCarthy, R. Desmond Tutu: Israeli shelling in Gaza may be a war crime. September 16, 2008. 

Available at http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/sep/16/israelandthepalestinians.middleeast  
17 BBC News. Tutu: Gaza blockade abomination. May 29, 2008. Available at 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/7425082.stm   
18 Harrison, S. Israelôs bloody assault on Gaza continues. January 9, 2009. Available at 

http://www.greenleft.org.au/2008/777/40131. 
19 Millard, R. Protests call for end to carnage. January 12, 2009. Available at 

http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2009/01/11/1231608521465.html. 

ñDemonstrators rallied across Europe in their thousands at the weekend to call for an end to Israel's 

military offensive in the Gaza Strip.ò 
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the Nuclear Bomb dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima 
remains problematic, despite the rationalization that it 
shortened the Second World War.  

 

How can we achieve it?  

We could consider the following thinking and practice when 
we contribute to peace:  

Á reframing definitions,  

Á participatory processes that support critical 
thinking an d judgment  that supports social, 
economic and environmental sustainability,  

Á advocacy by civil society, and 

Á governance supported by charters, covenants 
and the law. 

 

The principle of subsidiarity namely that people need to 
make decisions at the lowest level possible could be guided 
by international laws on the sustainable use of the global 
commons including air, water 20, energy and soil. 
Transnational solidarity (Gould 2007) with others requires  
the will to work with others, based on a realization that 
sustainable futures require working across conceptual and 
spatial boundaries (Beck 1992, 1998).  By conceptual 
boundaries I mean disciplines and cultures. By spatial 
boundaries I mean organizations, communities and nation 
states. Narrow definitions of the globa l commons included 
only water, soil, and air. But food and natural resources for 
every aspect of life is dependent on the commons. If we 
define the natural resources as sacred then we move towards 
a spiritual approach to the way in which we engage with 
others and the environment. Bakkerõs (2007) paper argues 
that NGOs and localised approaches to protecting the 

                                           
20 71% and only three percent is drinkable and much of that is privatized and commodified (see 

http://www.rosaparks.fcps.net/stlp/2001-2002/earth_con/earth.htm). 
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commons could be achieved by means of covenants and 
principles that support localðglobal accountability. A good 
example is the Aarhus convention. This convention enables 
civil society to report any actions within their local 
communities that harm the environment. It applies across 
the European Union. It is built on the principle of 
subsidiarity, which means that decision need to be taken at 
the lowest level possible, but it is governed by concern for a 
sustainable future within a federalist region of Europe. 
Despite the shortcomings of this federalist approach, 
perhaps lessons could be learned that could be applied more 
widely (Florini 2003). Warm, hosp itable dialogue is the basis 
for friendship. The argument is developed in Philosophy in a 
Time of Terror (Borradori 2003) and Assault on Reason (Gore 
2007) in which he argues that democracy needs to be more 
than voting. We need discursive dialogue if we ar e to shape 
policy and engage with one another. This means listening to 
one another in friendship. If we can do that we can model an 
agora approach to discursive democracy, which creates 
better understanding of one another. Citizen advocacy on 
environmental  concerns helps to inspire solidarity that spans 
national boundaries. This principle and policy provides an 
alternative to current forms of democracy and governance, 
which needs to be supported by a more robust legal 
system21.  

 

The work of many organizatio ns (including International 
Sociological Association, The International Systems Sciences 
and Action Learning and Action Research Association, for 

                                           
21 Florini (2003) emphasized the importance of combining both centralized steering from above (in the 

interests of the global commons) and steering from below in the interests of holding the elites in 

business and the state to account and in the interests of mobilizing an interest and concern about 

public issues. She does not favour leaving democracy in the hands of 'philosopher kings', she believes 

in democracy as the best worst option and cites Winston Churchill (2003: 209). Participation beyond 

voting in elections is supported in her vision. She cites the Aarhus convention and regional 

federalism as the way forward. She believes that networks that are more transparent and accountable 

will be part of our digital future. But she is concerned about bridging the digital divide. That is the 

challenge to ensure that we do not have the digital haves living in domed, safe environments whilst 

the rest face the worst that environmental degradation has to offer. 
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example) on new forms of engagement are relevant today, 
because democracy and governance structures and processes 
do not represent the needs of non citizens, powerless nation 
states, the poor and displaced and most importantly it does 
not look after children and the next generation. Human 
rights dialogue needs to be expanded so that we think about 
the environment of which we are a part. Indigenous peoples 
across the world have understood this. As caretakers we 
have a responsibility to ensure that we allow the children of 
the next generation to have a liveable planet. 

 

Civil society needs to model different ways of doing 
democracy and governance by working across spatial 
(organizations, nation states) and conceptual boundaries 
(cultures and knowledge domains). Two-way 
communication that is respectful of diverse ideas and helps 
to build relationships is vital for loca l and international 
governance. This is the key point made by Habermas and 
Derrida (2003) in their conversation about thinking and its 
relevance to preventing terrorism 22. Trust develops further 
networks of co-operation .. But as Edgar (2001) stresses with 
reference to governance in Australia, we need space for 
difference and space for cooperation. We can be free and 
diverse to the extent that we do not undermine the freedom 
and diversity of others.  

 

Agents for the next generation (the principals) need to share 
ideas about the global commons, caretaking and the 
commodification of food, water, shelter and energy. We need 
to rethink our approaches to economics and politics, if we 
wish to ensure peace.  

 

Beyond social contracts: caretaking for the next 

                                           
22 Baruma (2007) also discusses the diverse discourses of Ramadan, the public intellectual who wishes to 

draw together Islamic discourses of reformist principals Salafism with Western Enlightenment 

through reason and dialogue. 
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generation 

If  the rights of children are to be protected then we can argue 
that the nation state is inadequate as a means to protect 
them. We could argue that this generation of adults ought to 
act as agents who care for the principals, namely the next 
generation.  This means protecting the commons for our 
children. The kind of decisions we take today will impact on 
their quality of life socially, economically and 
environmentally.  

 

On the 18th of January a ceasefire was called with the 
announcement that Israel had achieved its goal, namely to 
destroy the Hamas bases. The peace talks depend on 
accepting a Palestinian and Israeli state. But Harrisson (2009: 
3)23 argues that  

the aim of the current bombings and invasion are not to do with 

stopping the firing of home-made rockets, but breaking the back of any 

Palestinian resistance to Israeli domination. 

 

Whether or not we agree with Harisson, it is undeniable that 
the ôfall outõ of war cannot be localized as the political 
landscape of democracy and international relation s has 
changed as a result of digital communications (Devji 2006). 
What happens in Palestine will affect all who identify with 
the war for a range of reasons.  

 

Nation states are treated as if they are set in stone when in 
reality they are in ôBrownian motionõ (Geertz 2004). Geertz is 
concerned about the way in which nation states are shaped 
by power ð social, political and economic and that the 
boundaries of the nation state are shaped by external 
players. The boundaries are determined by the victors in 
wars or by (what were once) powerful market economies. 

                                           
23 Harrison, S. Israelôs bloody assault on Gaza continues. January 9, 2009. Available at 

http://www.greenleft.org.au/2008/777/40131. 
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Unlike Geertz who emphasizes contextual considerations, 
Habermas (1984) comes up with an ideal process24 for 
democracy and governance25. Between these two positions 
of: 

Á the need  to consider context and political 
dynamics in ôcomplicated placesõ  as suggested 
by Geertz (2004), and  

Á the ideal to strive for respectful dialogue is,  

Á the desire and the will  for peace, which will only 
occur when the powerful realize that the zero 
sum approach needs to be replaced by the ôwin-
winõ approach, because we are part of one planet 
and we will stand or fall together.  

 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) enables people to a) 
make the connections across their own lives and the lived 
context, and b) to work across boundaries of sectors and 
knowledge areas to bring about changes for social and 
environmental justice. It comprises the following ongoing 
praxis cycles: ôlearning by doing, questioning, observation, 
reflection, taking a decision, designing for change, action to 
implement the design.õ  

 

                                           
24 The work of Habermas does not sufficiently address the challenges of sustaining his ideal, given that 

the state if it is strong but undemocratic may not encourage dialogue, even if it does promote better 

governance, because it is transparent and accountable ï albeit hierarchical. The challenge for 

governance and democracy is to balance centralized controls with decentralized debate. The 

balancing of individualism and collectivism is central to the challenges faced by democracy and 

governance.   
25 Democracy, in its most basic sense of majority decision making, requires that those who decide be 

sufficiently alike that they will respect the will of the majority.  Global-level decisions will inevitably 

have a highly restricted agenda, set by what the majority of the richest nations will tolerate, and a 

very reduced role for the worldôs publics.  The difficulties of global democracy should make us pause 

when considering the rhetoric about democracy at the national level, for that too, despite the belief 

that nations are relatively homogenous political communities, is subject to similar limitations as to 

both agenda and participation.  The question is whether one needs to rethink some of the 

ñassumptions of democratic theory in order to find ways to widen the scope of accountable 

government by consent.ò (Hirst in Pierre 2000: 17). Pierre, J. (ed.), (2000). Debating Governance: 

Authority, Steering and Democracy, University Press, Oxford. 
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What would the world be like if the master narrative of 
commodification were replaced with a global commons 
narrative? Whilst bureaucracy has a vital role in ensuring 
that democratic states can operate to support freedoms (to 
the extent that they do not undermine the freedoms of 
others) it is also undeniable that democracies are built on 
participation. Research shows increasingly that marginalized 
people are excluded from active roles in shaping policy, for a 
range of reasons including lack of skills, connections and 
confidence. The structures and processes of international 
relations and federal governance need to be re-considered to 
allow diversity to the extent that is does not undermine the 
freedoms of others. 

 

The more we think about o ur thinking in formal research and 
through testing out ideas with people, who are to be affected 
by decisions, the more likely we are to be able to support the 
global commons. We face today not only the potential to use 
nuclear power in negative ways, but also the potential to 
exacerbate global warming with carbon emissions.  

 

Why do we make such selfish decisions in the 
interests of ôusõ versus ôthemõ at a personal, 
community, national and international level?  

The arguments developed by Dawkins (1976) about a) ôthe 
selfish geneõ making decisions to ensure its own survival, 
and supported by b) ôthe cultural idea or ômemeõ that we 
need to survive at the expense of others does not make sense 
when we realized that the binary oppositions of ôus versus 
themõ is based on simplistic thinking, a misinterpretation of 
Cartesian logic (Veitch 1977). Firstly, as I have explained 
elsewhere (McIntyre-Mills 2006a), ôI think therefore I amõ has 
within it a liberative potential. Thinking is part of being and 
it is embodied, but it is not entirely genetically determined. 
Secondly cause and effect, subject and object need to be 
reconsidered in non-linear systemic terms. 
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Dawkins (2006) argues that biologically we have evolved to 
be ômedium rangeõ thinkers who are unable to think about 
the big picture.  Greenfield (2000) suggests that it is because 
we do not use our full capability. We are socialized to think 
in compartments, because by defining ôterms of referenceõ 
powerful decision makers have control. But we can and do 
show agency and make decisions, ôalbeit not under 
circumstances of our choosingõ, to paraphrase Giddensõ 
(1984) structuration theory.  

 

Dawkinsõs argument is flawed, because if it is analysed 
critically and systemically it is evident that:  

Á He falls into the trap  of thinking in terms of 
ôbinary oppositionsõ, namely that God can only 
be seen as a ôdeist personal godõ OR as ôa universal 
life forceõ/ ôenergyõ in the sense used by Einstein 
(and many Indigenous pantheist religions). He 
stresses that the former is unacceptable. He 
argues that even if a personal god provides 
comfort,  the usefulness of the belief does not 
make it rational. Perhaps he could accept that 
peopleõs perceptions can be seen as a continuum 
from abstract to more concrete representations 
and that educational background, intellectual 
capability and circumstances shape the way in 
which people make sense of their world. People 
with different mindsets or ability to think in 
abstract terms will be more likely to interpret 
god in more literal ways. Educati on will enable 
them to see god in more universal terms. 
Education and critical thinking enhance our 
ability to think conceptually. This seems to be a 
more acceptable response to narrow 
interpretations to religion than advocating no 
belief in god, which of course is an option, but 
not the option (if we are to avoid the trap of 
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fundamentalism  or closed mindsets) as Dawkins 
suggests. 

Á If we accept the notion of the sacred as ôthe web 
of lifeõ (Capra 1996) we are not far from a belief 
that would have universal a cceptance.  

Á Cultur al beliefs are a response to our 
environment. Culture can change. It is neither 
genetic nor deterministic. We can make choices 
to be altruistic (Frankl 1963). Human beings have 
the ability to choose to rise above the 
ôcircumstances that are not of their choosingõ (op 
cit).  This is the high road. The low road is to 
realize ôthe boomerang affectõ of poverty and 
pollution. They have no boundaries and we 
cannot protect ourselves from their fallout of 
ôpay backõ effect. 

 

Our thinking co -determines who we are and our 
environment. Evidence detailed in the Stern Review (2007 
chapter 3) supports the argument that, with a rise in 
temperature of about two degrees Celsius, we can expect an 
extensive impact within the Asia Pacific Region resulting in 
loss of species diversity, increased vulnerability to drought 
and low agricultural yields, higher living costs, increased 
environmental refugees and the increased vulnerability of 
the poor)26. Cuts will need to be made by both developed 
and developing nation s through a revised notion of 
accountability.  Accountability needs to address the 
opportunity costs for the next generation of excluding social 
and environmental indicators (Gallhofer & Chew 2000, 
Elkington 1997, McIntyre -Mills 2006b).  

                                           
26 The recent change in government in Australia has lead to a promise to ratify Kyoto, but no fixed 

targets have been agreed at the recent Bali summit to address climate change.  Some delegates from 

island nations expressed the opinion that the cost to the environment of travelling to the conference 

was high and that little had been achieved. Even if the USA had agreed that international targets 

should be set, it amounted only to an agreement to discuss the need to have fixed targets (see 

http://www.reuters.com/article/latestCrisis/idUSL1566501). 
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Environmental sust ainability requires legal contracts, but 
these need to be informed by a range of disciplines. A 
systemic approach takes into account many knowledge 
domains that span the ethical, the religious and the scientific. 
Knowing what knowledge to use and in what combination  is 
the challenge which Aristotle called ôphronesisõ in 
Nicomachean ethics (see Irwin 1985). Action learning and 
action research enables us to open up a dialogue in the 
interests of a peaceful sustainable world.  

 

Living a life at the expense of others (including the next 
generation) and at the expense of the environment is 
unsustainable. As urban dwellers we tend to forget our 
connection to the landscape.  

 

Our choices determine the life chances of future generations.  
Energy and water for agricu lture and cities are limited 
resources. Global conflict (terror and war on terror) can be 
seen as a result of competition for scarce resources and with 
climate change we will see ever greater competition.  

 

Solidarity movements for a new democracy  

What is citizenship? When is it convenient to recognize a 
national boundary and when is it not? Markets can invade 
the rights of people to earn a decent wage. Boundaries could 
protect jobs and rights or they can exclude asylum seekers 
from the right to safety . To what extent has our bounded 
understanding of culture, politics, nationality and human 
rights changed?  

 

Two policies applied within the EU, namely the Aarhus 
convention and Local Agenda 21 provide space for local 
people to shape and hold the market and the state 
accountable at the local level where they live and work  
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(Florini 2003, McIntyre -Mills 2006a, b, c, 2007a, b, c). The 
nation state is no longer the only basis for decision making 
within the European Union.  But we also need to find ways 
to ensure that social, economic and environmental decisions 
that are taken at the local level do not impact negatively on 
others. Global covenants (Held 2004) on how to live 
sustainably need to be implemented by means of global 
bodies that oversee federalist instituti ons spanning national 
and local governments.  

Policies and processes to underpin a peaceful world  

Could the Aarhus Convention help to address some of the 
UN millennium goals by holding the market to account 
through greater transparency and participation? A cc to 
Florini (2003:190): 

it allows individuals and NGOs to seek redress in court when 

governments or corporations fail to meet these obligations to provide 

information. And the transparency requirements do not discriminate on 

the basis of citizenship or geography. An NGO or individual in one 

country can demand information from a government or corporation in 

another. 

 

To sum up, the following policies could help us to address 
the challenge: 

Á Local Agenda 21 (Selman & Parker 1997) which 
enables people to design their futures in terms of 
triple bottom -line accounting (Elkington 1997). Local 
people are invited to participate in local government 
decision making that impact on the environment and 
social justice. Civil society is supported by law to hold 
the public  sector and the private sector to account. 

Á Federalism guided by International Criminal Court 
and regional courts that report to the International 
court27. 

                                           
27 Held et al (1999: 114) argue that the EU provides a federalist approach to decision making which 

could be worth considering more widely as a means to protect the commons regionally. The 

Maastricht Treaty of 1991: ñé agreed énot only to extend the scope of the economic and monetary 

union, but also to extend the framework of political integration to other spheres. In particular, it 

significantly advances the notion of EU citizenship: every national citizen of a member country of the 
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Á Anti discrimination and anti racism laws.  
Á E-democracy to link local, national and regional 

federations. 
Á Global covenants (Held 2004) to cover social, 

economic and environmental concerns through 
regulations that are monitored by ombuds at the local, 
national and regional level.  

Á Intellectual property rights will be reframed to reflect 
the global commons, so that no company can 
commodify human life and animal life or the 
environment to the extent that it undermines the 
quality of life.  

 

Consciousness is about making connections through 
thinking and respectful conversation that recognizes 
overlaps and differ ences. Mindfulness of diverse ways of 
seeing are important for peace makers and those who wish 
to manage risk and who wish to avoid fundamentalism in 
religion, politics, arts and sciences (social, environmental and 
economic). It is also essential for democracy and for making 
good decisions.  

 

Vignette from Central Australia  

On 28 January 2009, I caught up with Peter Turner 
whom I  met in 1998 in Alice Springs whilst researching 
the life chances of residents (McIntyre-Mills 2003). I 
reframed the research from ôquality of life of rate 
payersõ to include all residents, Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal. We spent some time discussing the 

                                                                                                              
EU is now also a citizen of the Union with a right to travel and reside anywhere within the EU and 

the right to vote and contest political office in the country of their residence. Accordingly, the 

importance of old political borders further declines and the process of deterritorialisation continues. 

Freedom of movement and the right to political participation wherever one resides challenges a 

traditional basis of loyalty to a single state (see Khan, 1996). If the Maastricht treaty were to be fully 

implemented, along with the social terms and conditions of the Amsterdam treaty (concerned to 

outlaw discrimination based on gender, race, religion, nationality, among other categories), the 

member states would have taken several major steps towards becoming a highly integrated 

supranational political association...).ò  



 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   33 

 

challenges of social, economic and environmental 
meltdown which we face in 2009 as a result of the 
choices we have made in the name of development.  

 

Socially we face the challenge of people fighting for 
scarce resources and expressing the conflict in terms of 
culture. Language and tradition can and do lead to 
conflict. As more and more desert people from 
different lands congregate in Alice Springs, so the 
tensions rise. The Warpari, Luritja, East and West 
Arrerrente and many other groups compete for space 
in the so-called ôtown campsõ. In the past respect for 
the land owned by the local Arrerente people was 
shown. As the pressure on the local lands grows so the 
conflict increases, fueled by alcohol and the belief that 
the old customs should be upheld.  Desert people are 
making a move from the traditional to modern living 
within a generation and they are competing for space 
in terms of cultural criteria. Peter also reflected that 
these old ways of life needed to acknowledge that 
what was done on oneõs own land has an impact on 
other people. So mining in one part of the NT impacts 
on others. He explained that he was worried that some 
Abori ginal groups were making decisions about 
mining uranium or storing waste. It is a decision that 
impacts on all people.  

 

I shared with him the article by Van Onselen (2008) 
reflecting on Huntingtonõs legacy. He became well 
known for his so -called ôclash of civilizationsõ thesis. 
We agreed that Huntington could be criticized on two 
counts: 1) culture is not a fixed category; it is learned 
behaviour, and 2) democracy is not specifically 
western. Indigenous people the world over have 
engaged in discursive democracy and value finding 
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consensus through dialogue. Huntingtonõs thesis is 
flawed, because he accepts the above points.  

 

I argue that science, ethics, and democracy share in 
common the need for testing out ideas. Democracy has 
ôcome unstuckõ because it is not open to testing and 
because it has allowed the market to shape the debate.  

 

The conflicts in Alice Springs are a microcosm for the sorts of 
conflict that are playing out on a wider stage. If we decide to 
mine uranium we need to think about the entire  cycle 
including storage and its uses. As the last of the non-
renewables, it is costly to mine and in South Australia we 
have limited water supplies to support mining, so we need 
to weigh up the impact on future generations in social, 
economic, and environmental terms. In South Australia, we 
have ôa knot of problemsõ in the sense used by Bateson (1972) 
that can be described in a case study that illustrates the 
complexities for planners and policy makers.  

 

Our starting point is the need for better communica tion, not 
just as a means to an end, namely closer representation of 
people and their ideas, but also because communication is 
the basis for transformation in thinking and practice. It is 
also the essence of life (McIntyre-Mills 2006). Conversation 
that is collegial and discursive 28 is essential for democracy, 
governance and better interfaith and international relations.   

 

Peace processes at the personal and interpersonal 
level  

Human beings and the environment construct each other 
and co-evolve. Our choices could create an environment that 

                                           
28 See C. West Churchman Series, Volumes 1 and 3 edited by McIntyre-Mills, J and Van Gigch with 

McIntyre-Mills, J respectively.  
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limits the choices for future generations.  It is this co-
evolution that will shape our future on this planet. 
Understanding the way in which human and natural 
systems shape each other is vital. Maturana and Varela 
(1973, 1980) and James Lovelock (2006) in Revenge of Gaia and 
Gore (2007) have stressed this point. Overcoming ômind 
trapsõ (Vickers 1968, 1983) and compartmentalised 
approaches to both thinking and practice is vital for our 
survival. It is possible to do things differently and that we 
can make a difference to democracy and governance by 
enhancing the ability of people to engage actively in shaping 
sustainable policy provided they are encouraged to think 
critically and systemically about the future 29. The argument 
that I develop in this paper is that our hope as a species rests 
in our ability to think creatively and to consider the 
consequences of our choices:  

1. Thinking and practice  (praxis) could lead to a 
better balance of social, cultural, political, 
economic and environmental concerns to 
ensure a sustainable future for ourselves and 
for future generations.  This needs to be 
enshrined from above and below in local ð
global covenants supported by law.  

2. Continual questioning  of ideas that underpin 
policy decisions as to who will get what, 
when, why, how and to what effect?  

3. Advocating  for future generations of life.  

 

Table 1. Approaches to support peace based on ñstitching togetherò a 

ñpatchworkò of positions and realizing the value of different 

ideas (Edgar 2001). 

                                           
29 We hoped that if it were possible to create a means by which we could combine both decentralized 

decision making and steering form below and centralized steering from above based on the common 

good, prompted by óif thenô scenarios that are future oriented and wellbeing oriented, then we would 

be able to build a system that could be used for spatial and conceptual transboundary decision 

making.   
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  Molar ï fixed 

identity and 

politics 

Focus is on 

one point of 

view  

Transformation Molecular ï 

open identity 

and politics 

Works the 

hyphens of self 

and other 

Bonds 

 

How people 

communicate 

- Process 

 

Emphasis on 

shared local 

language and 

culture 

Respectful 

communication 

 

Participatory 

democracy that 

models 

communication 

to heal the 

divides 

Social 

movements 

using language 

that is 

inclusive- use 

of the Internet 

and access to 

digital 

communication 

Boundaries  Why people 

draw lines 

- Rationale 

Self 

determination 

Achievement 

of rights  

Will to 

communicate 

based on 

shared values. 

 

Understanding 

that idealism of 

triple or 

multiple 

bottom line 

accounting and 

pragmatism of 

sustainability 

are one 

Concern for 

sustainable 

futures defined 

in terms of 

multiple social, 

cultural, 

political, 

economic and 

environmental 

factors. 

Norms 

 

What people 

are required 

to do within 

a context 

Cultural 

norms that 

address 

group 

identity  

Policy and 

legal 

environment 

that supports 

participatory 

democracy 

Laws and 

policy that 

support social 

and 

environmental 

justice  

 

Source:  Table 1.3 McIntyre-Mills (2006c: 29) which draws on the 

work of Edgar (2001), Elkington (1995), Bogue (1989) and a reading 

of Borradori (2003).  

 

Ethical guidelines  

I make the case that participation is vital for demo cracy but 
also for ethics and for science.  Idealism requires rules not 
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tests, but we need to consider rules within a changing world 
in terms of the consequences for ourselves, others and the 
environment. Expanded pragmatism has implications for 
internatio nal relations and peace, because it is based on 
dialogue and considering the consequences of thinking and 
practice. Dialogue that engages and explores the way in 
which people see issues, that explores what they think is 
important, why and how helps us to e xtend our ability to 
think and act to protect the global commons. New 
democracy needs to be de-linked from nationalism and it 
needs to embrace transnationalism. Fighting for scarce 
resources needs to be reconceptualised.  

The shift is from a) closed paradigms, based on assumed 
professional expertise, and divisions across self-other and 
the environment; to b) working with different kinds of 
knowledge.  Two policy steps towards peace would include 
enabling a) local people to have a say in their own futures 
and b) ensure the bases for quality of life. Molar and 
Molecular politics and identity form a continuum of options.  
Cultural shifts occur for many reasons; sometimes when 
sufficient trust exists for transformation to occur and 
sometimes when people realize that without change we are 
headed for a dismal future. Transformation is about 
appreciating many factors, not least of which are emotions 
and power 30. Civil society, researchers and policy makers 
who strive for the common good need to engage in self 
reflection by asking the following sets of question for 
addressing (molar) fixed and molecular (fluid) politics and 
identity:  

Á What norms do interest group members hold that 
allow for separate and shared identities?  

                                           
30  In the social sciences the dialectic / or ñunfoldingò and ñsweeping inò are the concepts that are closest 

to structural differentiation. The dialectic is vital for exploring paradoxes and contradictions in social 

life. Rules and boundaries need to be addressed and remade within context. Molar is a metaphor for 

the rooted, fixed, categorical identity politics. Debate and conflict is from a specific position and 

arguments have teeth, because they are identified with this position and standpoint that representation 

is fixed and politics is positional and rooted in being. Molecular is a metaphor for openness to change 

and for the ability to make and remake options in different configurations using different elements. 
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Á How do processes support bonds of association 
and friendship? Do these processes allow for 
openness or closure? 

Á Why are boundaries drawn in particular contexts?  

Á Who benefits from being included or excluded?  

 

The basic questions need to be considered in iterative cycles 
as suggested by Wadsworth (1997, 2008a, b). If we can 
consider what is the case and what ought to be done (see 
Ulrich 1984) through considering all the stakeholders who 
will be affected by decisions and the extent of the affects 
socially, economically and environmentally then we will be 
closer to working with knowledge and ômanaging diversityõ 
(see Flood & Romm 1996).  Norms, processes and boundaries 
can have positive and negative implications for some 
stakeholders, depending on the context. I argue that there is 
space for both molar (fixed) identity and politics and 
molecular (fluid) identity and politics (see Deleuze and 
Guattari, in Bogue 1989).  

 

Questioning as a process for addressing perspectives, methods and 
areas of concern  

Á Who are the stakeholders? 

Á What is /are the Perspectives held by 

stakeholders ?  Why are the Perspectives chosen? 

Á What are the Methods  chosen ðHow and why 
are they appropriate to the area of concern?  

Á What is the Area of concern? Why is the Area 

chosen? 

Á Will the perspective and methods help the 
researcher address the area of concern? 

Á In whose Opinion is the research useful? 

 



 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   39 

 

POMA is a contextual questioning process that helps us 
realize that a shopping list of methods and theories is useless 
unless we have the will31 to apply them (see Checkland & 
Holwell 1998: 9-21) ethically 32. 

Conclusion: Peace flags waved in vain?  

Will we be able to rise above our base instincts of greed for 
power that results in poverty and pollution through rational 
thought, or will we sink into oblivion because we fail the 
evolutionary test tha t nature has given to us? On the 12 
January 2009, I listened to the ABC news whilst I ate 
breakfast. Bush announced that Obamaõs greatest challenge 
would be a terrorist attack on the USA (see Chomsky 2003). 
We need to make the connection that the landscape of 
democracy has changed (Devji 2007). War and poverty and 
pollution cannot be quarantined in so ðcalled less developed 
places. Digital communication has made the world a smaller 
place. The paper suggests that one of the greatest challenges 
for policy make rs is to match the right kind of knowledge to 
an issue. This requires ôphronesisõ or a process of matching 
based on dialogue (see Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics, 
translated by Irwin 1985).  

 

                                           
31 óWillô is the concept made famous by Nietzsche (1901 [2002]). Do we have the will to be 

compassionate or only to follow our own passions and our own will to be powerful? Overcoming the 

medium range mindset is not just about being able to think more critically and systemically, it is 

about the power blocks that have invested in the status quo. Unless they can be convinced that it is in 

their interests to change they will not do so (see 

http://nietzsche.holtof.com/Nietzsche_the_will_to_power/the_will_to_power_book_I.htm). 

What drives us, our will or our values? If they are values, what are they? What ought they to be as 

policy makers and managers? What is the code of ethics we follow? (See Magee, B. (2000). Wagner 

and Philosophy. Penguin and Beilharz, P. (1991), Social Theory. Allen and Unwin). 
32 Ethical decisions are based on a conversation on what ought to be considered versus what is currently 

the case. Three broad theoretical approaches can be identified (adapting Preston et al 2002), namely: 

Idealism (which is a non-consequentialist and deontological approach based on a moral law), 

Pragmatism a consequentialist approach that addresses the meanings of the different stakeholders) 

and a virtue based approach, based on Aristotleôs work. He believed that inner virtue was the result of 

careful thinking and that eudaimonia was the goal of reasoning and that it would lead to happiness of 

the individual and to society. The expanded approach to pragmatism stresses that if the 

consequences for  all the stakeholders are considered , then expanded pragmatism can improve on 

utilitarianism (that considered only the happiness of the greatest number), by developing an approach 

based on the idea that all those who are at the receiving end of a decision should be party to the 

decision making process (or at represented during the process by leaders who care about not only 

themselves , but also others including sentient beings and the environment. 
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We need both centralized controls ð to protect the commons 
and decentralisation to the extent that individual freedoms 
do not undermine the common good, this is vital for testing 
out ideas and ensuring a good contextual match. This is so 
that we can co-create a shared understanding of one 
anotherõs viewpoints. Finding ways to work with rather than  
within knowledge boundaries is vital (Gibbons et al 1994) and 
requires listening and learning from one another. 
Questioning in ongoing iterative cycles as we listen and 
learn requires that we communicate with warmth and 
respect at all times. Do we listen actively with interest and 
empathy without being naïve or cynical? Are we mindful 
that ôpower and knowledgeõ (Foucault & Gordan 1980) are 
linked or that political economies have established the right 
to determine what constitut es knowledge or who has the 
right to patent it (Drahos 2005)? This is problematic for social 
justice and for ensuring access to the global commons (air, 
water, soil, and the genetic codes of life).  

 

Consciousness based on thinking about our thinking and 
making connections enables us to become more aware of the 
implications of our choices. Biologically we are not destined 
to behave in the ways dictated by the so-called limbic 
reptilian base brain (inherited from our evolutionary past 
stages of development, on which is built in successive layers 
a lower mammalian and higher mammalian brain) (Koestler 
1978). We are capable of thinking about the implications of 
our choices if we can avoid zero sum arguments that 
encourage us polarise us and them.  Liberal votin g within the 
boundaries of a nation state is insufficient to achieve change. 
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Dissent within the 

international water 

community  

Chris Williams  

  

 

Civil society has played a key role in reshaping the definition of the global 

commons. This article gives examples of how participatory action research 

has played a key role in the reframing process. International examples of 

leadership show how solidarity transnationally can bring about awareness as 

a precursor for change.  

 

Introduction  

Amidst the clash of cultures arising from the push towar ds 
globalisation is an emerging counter-phenomenon that seeks 
to preserve local and minority culture, and is driven by 
silenced voices seeking to be heard. In so doing, space has 
been created for many voices, and the starkness of the 
contrasting chatter is profound.  

 

It is not as if multinational water policymakers ought be 
surprised by this occurrence. Amidst widespread unrest in 
the water sector in the late ô90s, civil society protests, for 
example, forced a two-year freeze on World Bank funding 
for the construction of large dams, with the strength of civil 
protest most prominent in Indiaõs Narmada Valley. The 
World Bank was hopeful its consultation efforts during the 
moratorium period might restore societyõs trust in the 
Bretton Woods institutions, all th e while being pressured by 
commercial interests to promptly resume development 
lending (Biswas 2004). Dissent was not silenced in the South, 
however, and strong and audible voices emerged in civil 
society. 
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This article firstly collates the achievements of outspoken 
advocates for water rights ð people who individually have 
made a stand and, in the process, have acquired a label as 
water warri ors or ômavensõ.  Separately, a fissure has 
emerged within the broad international policy community 
that has been highlighted, for example by the coexistence of 
the World Economic Forum and the World Social Forum.  
Where previously there was a singular pol icy leadership 
focused primarily on top -down development and new 
technology, a counter-message now highlights alternatives: 
bottom-up, pluralism and local culture.  Each message 
probes for justice and an imprimatur to proceed but, without 
meaningful dialog ue and consensus, multiple chattering 
voices only speak louder towards an ultimate crescendo.  
Recent times are witness to the emergence of a new phase, 
where activists of the South strengthen both their voice and 
their confidence, and are moving into non -traditional spaces.  
Their message appears confronting to some, yet clearer to 
others, and presents the options to listen or to speak in 
response.  Before exploring this plural policy world, 
however, it is salutary to look at an earlier time when there 
was a solitary voice of international water policy, and a mere 
handful of individuals who refused to be silenced.  

 

A water warrior  

Canadian water warrior, Maude Barlow, recently visited 
Australia and was interviewed at length on the government -
owned broadcaster, Radio National (Barlow 2008) 
concerning the conflict-riven state of water policy.  She 
returned to her native Ottawa to a key advisory role in the 
United Nations General Assembly that, in December 2008 
(ibid), established the human right to water withi n the new 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (UN General Assembly 2008).  
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The history of water policy stretches back to 1977 to the 
United Nationõs initial attempt in Mar del Plata, Argentina at 
open debate on the impacts of water shortages (Biswas 2003).  
Simmering suspicion and open hostility continued, as 
explained in a recent D!ssent editorial,    

é the Second World Water Forum (The Hague 2000) had a tightly-

controlled agenda with speakers from only the major water 

corporations, the major bottled water companies, and the World Bank.  

No civil society organisations were given a role on stage or off, and all 

dissent was resisted (Davidson 2008). 

 

This sad situation continued beyond The Hague Forum, and 
could still undermine the achievements of the General 
Assembly and water warriors such as Maude Barlow. Since 
1977, global water policymakers have lurched from mistake 
to debacle and back again, mostly behind closed doors 
where dissent and debate are anathema.  There is little scope 
that the next water industry forum in Istanbul can ôbridge 
divides for  waterõ according to its theme33, as there is no 
sense of the width of the gap without any recognition of ôthe 
other sideõ. 

 

The plot is lost  

Much of the water industryõs angst occurred during the two-
year preparations for 1992 UN Conference on Environment 
and Development (the Rio Earth summit).  The industry was 
aghast that the Summitõs draft agenda highlighted climate 
change, biodiversity and desertification, complete with an 
untidiness of concepts and scientific foundations, but 
ignored water per se (Biswas 2003).  A mere five months prior 
to the summit, five hundred water professionals hastily 
descended on Dublin to thrash out four principles including:  

Á Principle 4. òManaging water as an economic 
good is an important way of achieving efficient 
and equitable use, and of encouraging 

                                           
33 See http://www.worldwaterforum5.org/  
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conservation and protection of natural 
resourcesó (The Dublin Principles 1992).   

Five months later the 40-chapter Rio blueprint 34 for 
environmental sustainability and development was released, 
including Chapter 18 (the longest) on water.  Controversies 
over the wording that eventually appeared were evident at 
many of the preparatory committee meetings that were held 
before the Earth Summit.  Various parties were concerned 
that placing less emphasis on water as an economic good 
might imply that it was less important as a social good.  In 
the end, the blueprint ref lected the enormous variety of 
political forces that went into drafting every chapter.  Some 
insight is gleaned into the blueprintõs drafting process: 

Chapter 18 (on water) lacks substance and is especially short on 

quantitative detail.  Despite its laudable goals, the chapter assumes 

rather than demonstrates that water contributes to social and economic 

well-being (Scott 1992).  

 

It is not surprising that the detail and fineprint from th e 
Dublin Principles became detached from the Rio blueprint in 
the haste of the intervening five months, and has since been 
completely overlooked.    

The shift in international thinking to limit state monopolies and to 

recognise the role of private providers is supported by the view that 

water is an economic good.  This does not necessarily mean that 

water should not be managed by public bodies but that the public or 

private provider prices should be set to reflect the cost of production.  

However it seems more likely that a private firm, concerned about its 

own survival, would operate like that (Dublin Principle 4, ctd, my 

emphasis). 

 

Even with this understanding that the nexus between social 
and economic values of water was broken in five months in 
1992 - between Dublin and Rio - the task of dialogue and 
reconciliation between civil society and the water industry 
was not simplified.  There are still major divisions within the 

                                           
34 Local Agenda 21 (LA21). 
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United Nations, none moreso than between the General 
Assemblyõs human rights covenant and the Dublin 
Principles that spawned the initial economic valuation (and 
privatisation) of water.  In November 2008, Secretary-
General of the UN World Meteorological Organisation 
seemed unable or unwilling to see beyond the Dublin 
Principles, stating that 

é the WMO was a pioneer in drawing international attention to the 

fact that óbusiness as usualô would no longer be an option for the water 

sector.  This called for a paradigm shift that adopted the Dublin 

Principles regarding freshwater as a resource with economic value and 

the need for a participatory approach in its management (Jarraud 

2008). 

 

Water industry privatisation has been profit -motivated with 
barely a whiff of community participation for the last fifteen 
years, but the economic goods approach is now to be 
replaced, or at least accompanied, by the human right to 
water. 

 

Other voices of dissent  

Optimism, opportunism and disbelief from the ô90s were 
summarised by author and water warrior Sandra Postel, 
director of the Global Water Policy project, former vice -
president of Worldwatch Institute and one of the ôScientific 
Americanõs significant fifty scientistsõ of 2002.  Ms Postelõs 
hopes were dashed at the ten-yearly review of the Rio 
summitõs sustainability progress, but she still had cause for 
optimism. Returning from the 2002 World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, Postel (2003: 93) 
reflected that:    

é this missed opportunity [at Johannesburg], need not relegate 

societies to inaction.  A meaningful international response to global 

problems has emerged outside the context of high-profile global 

summits, sometimes involving a snowball effect of voluntary actions 

by governments, business, private groups and communities. 

 



 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   53 

 

To Ms Postel, the dissent and debate that could, and should, 
have been vented in Dublin, Rio de Janiero and 
Johannesburg now had other airings, whether these flowed 
from the 1999 Seattle protests against the World Trade 
Organisation, or the promise arising from the 2003 World 
Water Forum in Kyoto.    

 

Civil society dissent climaxed during the tabling of the 
World Panel on Financing Water Infrastructure 35 report 
released at the Kyoto Forum (Barlow 2007), yet these 
objections fell largely on deaf ears.  Ministerial delegates 
ignored the protests of civil society and felt they had reached 
consensus; including, controversially, support for private 
sector financing, new mechanisms for private sector 
involvement in water supply management, and a 
conspicuous failure to refer to water as a human right.   

 

Another forum for debate ð without consensus?  

The earlier schism had widened considerably by 2003, with 
the Water Forumõs credibility now languishing, and civil 
society turning its back on the Forumõs process, instead 
developing and tabling their response at the 2005 World 
Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil.  Included in the Porto 
Alegre manifestoõs twelve proposals (CACIM 2007) are to: 

Á forbid any privatisation of common goods for 
humanity, particularly water (proposal 7), and  

Á start with the execution of an alternative development 
model, based on the sparing/efficient use of energy, 
and a democratic control of natur al resources, most 
notably potable water, on a global scale (proposal 9). 

                                           
35 Panel chaired by former IMF General Manager Michel Camdessus, included two NGOs, Transparency 

International and WaterAid. The panel articulated the need for a new financial architecture to 

stimulate and support flows of private capital for water and sanitation, including controversial calls to 

use official aid funding to support private sector involvement through the provision of low cost 

finance and risk-mitigation mechanisms such as currency guarantees for private investors in 

developing countries.    
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Ms Postelõs confidence in the snowball effect of voluntary 
actions seems vindicated, as the 2006 World Social Forum in 
Bamako and subsequent Forums have continued the 
transformation  of public policy on water.  A guiding 
principle in the Bamako WSF appeal (Lang 2003), ôé to 
construct a world founded on the recognition of the non -
market-driven law of nature and of the resources of the 
planet and of its agricultural soilõ stands in stark contrast to 
the water industryõs Dublin Principles.  The Bamako Forum 
commenced a work program ôfor the democratic 
management of the planetõs resourcesõ36 to  

Á prohibit the buildings of dams (insofar as they are 
really necessary) without compensation for t he 
displaced populations (economic refugees) ð Action 
4; and 

Á fight against the privatization of the water, which 
the World Bank promotes, even in the form of 
private -public partnership (PPP) and to guarantee a 
minimum quantity of water per person while 
respecting the rhythm of renewal of ground water ð 
Action 6. 

 

Culture to the fore  

It was understood there would be both winners and losers 
the longer that economic globalisation prevailed, and the 
principal role of social justice was to relieve the suffering of 
the losers.  But it became obvious that minority and local 
cultures were regularly losing the struggle, and that a 
homogeneity would soon prevail in the headlong pursuit for 
modernisation.  Many in Asia saw this as a travesty and 
major injustice. Whilst  some societies gained experience at 
raising strong voices in opposition, for others these were 
uncharted waters. 

                                           
36 Continued in WSF2007 in Nairobi, available at http://www.wsfprocess.net/2007p. 
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The shoes of pioneering Narmada Valley water warrior 
Medha Pathar would be difficult to fill, yet a new style of 
water activist from Asia has  recently taken the international 
water policy debate to the heart of neoliberal globalisation.  
Vandana Shiva is similarly credentialed to Maude Barlow 
and Postel, but is steeped in the culture of the South.  She 
successfully led a ten-day, online debate in The Economist 
(2008), garnering popular international agreement that 
ôwater markets violate the water cycleõ.  Throughout the 
debate, policymaking solely on an economic basis was 
discredited, time and time again.  The victory is testament 
that the discourse of the South can be heard with a 
legitimacy of its own, even if a hearing must be won on the 
field of spirited debate. Ms Shiva (2008) concluded: 

It is the women who walk long miles for water who are leading the 

movement against the privatisation and commodification of water.  

They are building the movement for defending water as a public good 

and a human right.  They know their water security lies in protecting, 

conserving and sharing our commons and precious gift of water. 

 

Being mindful of its cultu ral significance, the Mekong 
Program on Water Environment and Resilience (M-POWER 
2007) comprises a research community that uses action 
research techniques, often engaging in the political debates 
and actions that researchers are analysing and commenting 
upon.  One of M-POWERõs five cross-cutting action research 
themes is devoted to social justice, and addresses three 
distinct questions. 

1. How are the livelihoods of vulnerable peoples affected by the use 

and management of water resources by other more powerful groups? 

2. Under what terms and conditions are women, ethnic minorities, and 

other socially vulnerable groups engaging in water governance? 

3. To what extent do procedures perceived to be fair and just increase 

the acceptability of differentiated outcomes?  How can outcomes for 

disadvantaged groups be improved?  How can their share of benefits, 

compensation and access to resources be increased? How can exposure 

to involuntary risks and factors that undermine livelihood resilience be 

reduced (M-POWER 2007)? 
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This research agenda highlights the active and essential roles 
that civil society organisations can play in the new, plural 
fabric of action research.  As an Aalborg University 
researcher (Lang 2003: 82) remarked: 

In the policy area of the Mekong, ógood governanceô has been equated 

with creating NGOs as partners with the State and business sector in 

the case of Thailand, and as counterparts in development projects with 

international donors as in Cambodia. A new kind of participation is 

required é aimed at enabling communities to enter the decision-

making space and to negotiate with the powerful. 

 

Civil society organisations therefore find themselves sitting 
in the ôinvited spaceõ whether from their own, or othersõ, 
endeavours.  Their strength is a closeness and understanding 
of the cultural dimension that, for the plight of 
globalisationõs losers and victims, has been dismissed for far 
too long.  The pursuit of good governance has also 
heightened expectations on NGOs that can best be met by a 
balance between listening and talking when the discourse is 
joined.  

 

Legitimacy in action research  

For a long time, the State has held a monopoly on scientific 
research that informs the making of public policy, yet critics 
become outspoken when this research continues to be 
misapplied for corrupt political ends.  Mekong River 
researchers Molle and Floch (2008: 20) concluded, for 
Thailandõs 2003 Thaksin government, that: 

The targets of the water grid [project] were so ambitious that it strained 

the imagination to envision anything close to its realisation é Most 

water experts would comment on the near absurdity of the projecté 

Yet the checks and balances are insufficient both to derail the project 

and impose a more open decision-making process. Secrecy was the 

rule.  This suggests that the governance of large water projects has yet 

to become more politically balanced and open to public scrutiny, in 

line with the principles enacted in [Thailandôs] 1997 constitution. 
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Elsewhere in Thailand, civil society was resisting th e 
unintended or unforseen consequences of earlier 
constructions of large dams, seeking relief for the victims, 
and a reversal of profit -driven practices that were doing 
irreparable damage to societies and ecology.   

 

By June 2001, an exploratory challenge was successful to the 
operations of the controversial Pak Mun dam, with the 
damõs floodgates being opened.  A 12-month trial period was 
allowed for a government -commissioned investigation into 
the damõs impacts on endangered native fish species and the 
liv elihoods of local fisher folk (Drinkwater 2004).   With so 
much at stake from the monopoly State researcher who was 
exposed to clear conflicts of interest, a counter-research 
program was commissioned by NGOs, drawing on the 
knowledge of local fisher fo lk.   With the assistance of South 
East Asian Rivers Network and Assembly of the Poor, a 
board of Fisher Experts was assembled, comprising the 
twenty best fishers. Researcher, Malee Traisawasdichai Lang, 
(2003: 92) recounts the methodology used to resolve the 
question of the validity of the research, explaining that it was 
most important for two reasons:  

é First, the local researchers were not familiar with writing and thus 

relied on the help from the young intellectuals, acting as research 

assistants, to produce the written texts.  Second, disagreement among 

researchers about the interpretation of the data on some fish names and 

characteristics soon emerged.  However, it did not take long for the 

local researchers to find a solution in their lively discussion. 

 

Faced with valid and conflicting research findings, the Thai 
government relented to a four -month opening period 
annually for Pak Mun floodgates.  Similar ôThai Baanõ 
research techniques have been used elsewhere, for the Rasi 
Salai dam where the gates have remained open since 2003 
and throughout the Mekong basin, and are being adopted as 
a standard that embraces action research methodologies. 
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Asiaõs rapidly expanding cities pose considerable challenges, 
not only for basic infrastructure, but also for j ustice and 
equity for residents of slums and squatter communities.  The 
Asian Development Bank perceived their role to help local 
entrepreneurs investing in small piped water networks 
(Conan 2003), and their research surveyed eight Asian cities.  
The Asian Coalition for Housing Rights viewed the water 
research challenges more holistically in their survey of eight 
Asian cities (Satterthwaite 2005: 6), with water scarcity 
intrinsically linked to pover ty, basic rights and social justice, 
as ACHRõs Arif Hasan reflects: 

The most important finding of the report is that urban development in 

Asia is largely driven by the concentration of profit-seeking enterprises 

in and around urban centres. The ACHR partners have to see how the 

negative aspects can be minimised and how the positive aspects can be 

supported and promoted.  In Asian countries, there are now enough 

examples from which once can learn.  How can one increase this 

learning process? 

 

Partners 

As has been seen in the Mekong basin and the rapidly 
expanding cities of Asia, conflict is not inevitable in a 
pluralistic society.  Voices that once were silenced now have 
the space to be heard.  By themselves, NGOs would merely 
add to the chatter and clamour.  Some NGOs have shown 
their deftness at negotiating with the powerful; others have 
leveraged their strengths, legitimacy and commitment, as the 
2008 Asian Water Colloquium, for example, builds water 
policy alternatives, remaining firm in seeking remedial 
justice for the destruction of water resources by the State, 
international financial institutions (IFIs), big business and 
other private entities,  

in solidarity with water justice movements whose resolute mobilisation 

has strengthened opposition to water privatisation and 

commodification while promoting the search for alternatives (Centre 

for Law, Policy and Humans Rights Studies, n.d.). 
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It is this research area that could be unfamiliar, even 
daunting for NGOs in civil society ð to select suitable partner 
organisations and to build strong and vibrant partnerships 
that cross expansive divides, such as the water policy 
debates. 

 

Conclusion  

For water policymaking, the time has moved on from a 
single, prevailing dominant discourse.  It is immaterial 
whether this  was caused by the abuse of monopoly 
privileges and corruption by the State, or from a growing 
maturity amongst civil society organisations.  The 
significance is that water policy is increasingly being cast in a 
plural environment, where the weight of publ ic opinion, the 
strength of the community commitment to social justice, and 
the weight of moral arguments are starting to prevail.  Civil 
society is not-so-much being led into this role by the small 
band of water warriors, yet a space is being cleared for civil 
society organisations to enter and to engage.  Within Asia, 
NGOs are defending local and minority cultures against an 
onslaught of globalisation, and the new space created by 
these water warriors, can promote the legitimacy of local 
cultures and righ ts without challenge.  It is the force of 
legitimate and engaging action research that has prevailed in 
the Mekong basin and elsewhere, and shows promise as a 
methodology that is ideally suited to the newfound roles and 
spaces of civil society organisations. 

 

The challenge for NGOs is to continue to strive for a just 
society - one that hears clarity amongst these chattering 
voices. 
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Policing and the global 

commons: a research agenda  

Glenn Varona 

  

 

Defining what the Global Commons consists of may not be an easy task, but 

the future of humanity depends on its conservation and sustainable care. 

Humanity is inextricably linked with the Global Commons, and what we do to 

it would have far reaching consequences on us and our posterity. This article 

seeks to promote research into how policing could be employed and 

redesigned to enable us global citizens to protect, conserve and steward our 

Global Commons, starting with a discussion of how and why past and present 

developments in police and police reform are unable to effectively perform 

these tasks. It proceeds with presenting a tentative case for citizen 

participation in policing on a global scale that would enable both citizen and 

police stakeholders to work together and learn as they do towards the task of 

promoting sustainability for the future. 

 

Introduction  

This past 2008 Christmas holiday season provided me with 
the opportunity to reflect on what matters  while I was 
enjoying with my family an almost all expenses paid holiday 
in the Grampian Mountains of Victoria, Australia.  I also 
discovered some interesting holiday reading in the laund ry 
room (of all places) of a caravan park in a sleepy little town 
called Dunkeld! Four science fiction writers and futurists 
apparently pooled their efforts together in writing an 
anthology of their respective ideas of what the future might 
look like in 2042. There were, of course, four different views, 
ranging from the utopian to the dystopian, from the utterly 
pessimistic to the bright and optimistic. Of all four, I read 
with some interest the darkest and most pessimistic writer. 
Frederick Pohl (1992, 1994) was tasked to give the worst case 
forecast and begins his segment with a science fiction 
narrative essay entitled, A Visit to Belindia and then proceeds 
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to a short story, What Dreams Remain. To summarise his 
works without giving too much of it away, he portrays the 
world in 2042 as one where the ozone layer shall have finally 
been destroyed, and unprotected sun exposure would be 
sheer suicide. This would be the result of previous human 
generationsõ thoughtless exploitation and destruction of the 
natural environment in the unmitigated pursuit of economic 
gain. In this dark future, there are radical effects on the 
environment and climate, which in turn would have horrible 
consequences on humanity. The social fabric is destroyed, 
political order becomes impo ssible to enforce, and people 
rich enough are able to live in domed, exclusive gated 
communities protected from the sunõs ultraviolet radiation, 
while the less fortunate have to scratch out a most miserable 
existence outside these protected strongholds. If the modern 
gated community is defined as a residential area with access 
restrictions, privatised public spaces, secured designated 
perimeters in which non -residents are prohibited from 
entering and insiders secure themselves against outsiders 
(Hurst 2000: 64), Pohlõs (1994) futuristic domed gated 
community takes it one step further. Those who live in it can 
survive in a world environment that is all but destroyed. 
Those who are unable to do so live short, miserable lives. 
Science and technology shall have both reached a point at 
which they are no longer able to solve humanityõs intractable 
problems, and whatever technology is left is merely being 
maintained to keep civilisation going, if necessary by 
cannibalising broken old machines and devices to keep in 
running condition those still functional.  

 

Amid the breathtaking scenery of the Grampians, it certainly 
got me to thinking seriously about the future, our humanity, 
our children, the world we all share, what we are doing to it, 
and my own particular resear ch into policing ethics and 
governance. More particularly, I had to ask, what role would 
policing; in terms of the police and the communities being 
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policed, as well as policing as public policy, have to assume 
in our future as a planet, if only to avoid su ch a dark and 
dystopian future or something like it? This paper is an 
attempt to deal with this issue, if only because it gave me 
new eyes to see in a new light just how much is at stake. The 
Grampians and similar such places are all part of what could 
be called ôthe Global Commonsõ, the term ôcommonsõ being 
derived from an Anglo Saxon Law concept that defines a 
tract of ground, such as grazing areas or the village square, 
shared by the people of a village but belonging to no single 
person. It is property h eld in common for the good of all 
(Palmer 2000: 9). If we extend that to cover the integrated 
global ecosystem; the atmosphere, lithosphere, hydrosphere 
and biosphere of a materially closed system called Planet 
Earth over which no single person or entity c ould claim 
private ownership, then we could define the concept of a 
Global Commons (Palmer 2000: 9, 30; Zen 2000: 17). Not 
everyone is convinced, however, that the Global Commons 
could be defined with certainty. Snape and Gunasekera 
(1997: 2-3) aver that what comprises the Global Commons is 
an issue over which there is no clear agreement, for indeed, 
what of natural or environmental resources that do not cross 
national boundaries? Could they be considered part of the 
Global Commons? And what of cultural res ources, such as 
works of art, or even social and political problems affecting 
humanity in ways that could not be easily understood, let 
alone resolved? It is possible to argue that these issues might 
make defining the Global Commons difficult, but it does not 
take away the fact that there are significant parts of our 
world that are not and cannot be placed under private 
ownership, and so they are everyoneõs property and 
arguably everyoneõs responsibility. Now, as I understand it, 
the English law concept of a commons does not preclude the 
issue of policing. Indeed, in order to keep the peace, villages 
in Anglo Saxon Britain must have had policing mechanisms 
in place both to protect people and their rights to private 
property as well as to ensure that nobody abuses anybodyõs 
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person or rights in the village commons. Policing of one form 
or another has always been part of organised human society, 
and the police have frequently been powerful social 
institutions throughout human history (Newburn 2003: 1). 
Thus, if it is possible to imagine policing in the context of an 
ancient English village commons, it could be similarly 
possible to imagine policing in the context of the Global 
Commons.  

 

Policing and the environment  

While it may be difficult to think of the tradi tional public 
police as protectors of the natural environment, the idea is 
not so strange. Indeed, many government agencies 
throughout the world tasked with environmental, resource 
or conservation functions have police powers and policing 
mechanisms in place to enable the enforcement of laws and 
policies related to environmental and resource conservation. 
Of these, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS) of the US Governmentõs Department of the Interior 
and the Australian Customs Service (AQIS) are classic 
examples. The former, in fact, has an Office of Law 
Enforcement with a staff of 261 special agents and 122 
wildlife inspectors all over the United States, whose tasks 
include dealing with the international and domestic 
smuggling of imperilled w ildlife, protecting wildlife from 
environmental hazards, preventing unlawful commercial 
exploitation of US wildlife and the maintenance of a 
National Wildlife Property Repository among other things 
(US Fish and Wildlife Service 2005). Other conservation 
agencies without police powers like these are often able to 
deputise the regular public police or secure the services of 
private security agencies to carry out policing functions. As a 
case in point, the Philippine National Police, created under 
congressional legislation, is tasked, among other things, to 
provide a wide variety of policing services to national and 
local levels of government, including local and national 
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environmental protection bodies, not many of which have 
their own respective capability fo r policing (Congress of the 
Philippines 1990: 32). Indeed, anyone who has extensively 
travelled the Philippinesõ national highways may have 
encountered Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources checkpoints, but manned by often heavily armed 
Philippin e National Police officers, tasked solely with 
apprehending people driving vehicles carrying illegally cut 
trees, illegally trapped or hunted wildlife or illegally shipped 
forest flora. 

 

Giving police powers to conservation agencies does not 
constitute the full concept of policing the Global Commons. 
Such policing frequently targets only specific jurisdictions 
and are unable to operate beyond them. For example, while 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service may have certain linkages 
with their equivalents in other countries (US Fish and 
Wildlife Service 2005), their police powers do not really 
extend anywhere outside the national borders of the United 
States. It is also safe to say that in the defined structure of the 
US federal system, where the federal and state governments 
are legally not supposed to operate within each otherõs 
constitutionally defined jurisdictions and state governments 
are politically and legally independent of each other 
(Padover 1953: 18, 73), each stateõs conservation policing 
efforts and agencies are further limited to operate largely 
within their respective stateõs domains. Even in nations like 
the Philippines, where the political structure is unitary 
instead of federal, and so there is only one legal national 
police (The Constitutional Comm ission 1986: 58), police are 
able to enforce only national and local laws within national 
boundaries. And in the case of the Philippines, there may 
even be problems with local law enforcement, as local 
government law, Republic Act 7160: The Local Government 
Code of the Philippines, grants Philippine local government 
units the power to pass independent local legislation on a 



 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   67 

 

number of matters, including the local environment. Thus, 
each local government unit, such as a province or city, may 
have different laws over local environmental issues, and a 
single national police may find itself having to enforce 
opposing local laws belonging to two different local 
governments. Consider, for example, taking from my lived 
experience, the issue of bird species such as the Philippine 
Oriole (Antolihao). I know that the provincial and municipal 
governments of Bohol province in the south central 
Philippines have laws that are rigorously enforced and 
policed with regard to prohibiting the hunting of this and 
other bird species. While an oriole is in Bohol, it is under the 
protection of Boholõs laws, conservation agencies and police. 
Hunting birds such as these with the ubiquitous air rifle, 
something that Philippine law allows civilians to possess 
without need of obtaining a gun license, is presently illegal 
in the province, and anyone caught doing so faces a stiff fine, 
among others. But if that oriole should fly out of Bohol and 
into Cebu, where protective laws are either non-existent or 
not as rigorously enforced, then it becomes fair game for bird 
hunters. Philippine National Police officers assigned to Bohol 
could not enforce Boholõs environmental laws in Cebu, 
notwithstanding that the Philippine National Police has 
jurisdiction in both places. The first problem in relatio n to 
policing the Global Commons, therefore, is the extremely 
narrow scope of legal police power for governments, their 
conservation agencies and their police.  

 

In 1992, Interpol had begun the effort to address this issue 
through its active involvement in  fighting what it calls 
environmental crime, and it has notched a few success 
stories under its belt, focusing largely on pollution and the 
African wildlife trade (Interpol 2009). Still, it is safe to say 
that this is not nearly enough to resolve all the i ssues and 
aspects affecting the Global Commons. Indeed, part of the 
problem resides not just in the limited jurisdiction of 
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policing, but in the nature of policing itself. For all intents 
and purposes, policing, as a capacity, is firmly located and 
entrenched in the apparatus of the state (Shearing 1996: 288). 
This is not to say, of course, that policing has not seen any 
changes in recent history. Since the function of policing has 
always been the regulation and protection of the social order, 
if necessary through the use of legitimate force, changes in 
that social order would also effect changes in policing 
(Reiner 2005: 676). The rise of market economics as a force 
governing individual and social attitudes has, for better or 
worse, changed the nature of public service and with it, 
policing.  

 

New Public Management, among others, has become the 
guiding principle behind public service, in that market 
management principles have replaced traditional 
administrative bureaucracies because it is believed that 
market principles enable better efficiency and effectiveness 
(Hughes 2003). For the police, this denotes the drive to 
improve cost efficiency and performance effectiveness 
through the imposition of market management and 
discipline into policing (Jones 2003: 616). To a great extent, 
this has been true, but it has created new problems and 
issues, not the least of which is in public sector 
accountability and by extension, police accountability. In 
embracing private sector, market based thinking, police are 
redefini ng the way in which they look at themselves, their 
functions and roles, and their relationship to the citizens they 
are supposed to be policing (Johnston 1992 cited in Shearing 
1996: 293). Policing is presently more pro-active or pre-
emptive and has become more of risk management rather 
than the traditional maintenance of law and order, focusing 
on surveillance, security and crime prevention rather than on 
crime control (Ericson & Haggerty 1997: 18). Policing has 
also become more pluralised, fragmented and disaggregated 
(Reiner 2005: 692) by which is meant the public police under 
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the state now has to share policing space and functions with 
non-state, sub-state or supra-state entities. One example is in 
the increasing employment of private security firms to t ake 
over functions that were formerly within the sole province of 
the public police. Australian data, to illustrate, shows that in 
the period between 1996 and 2006, the Australian population 
increased by 11.8%, while the number of public police 
personnel increased by 14.5% and private security providers 
increased by 41.2% all within that same ten year period. As it 
stands, there is now a 1.2:1 ratio between private security 
providers and public police officers (Earle 2008: 74). While a 
more efficient, effective and pluralised police may have 
beneficial effects on preserving the Global Commons and 
peopleõs rights and responsibilities over them it does not 
mean that all is well. Policing run like a private corporation 
may actually come under market control, wh ich could imply 
that policing would only be carried out where there are 
reasons for preserving profits or marketable resources. This 
is indeed what is happening with exclusive gated 
communities of the wealthy whose policing and security are 
under the care of private security providers, leaving the less 
privileged excluded communities outside these places to the 
public police (Reiner 2005: 692). This may have actually 
created a new economically based class system and a whole 
new set of prejudices (Zedner 2004). The relationship 
between distributive justice and freedom is indirect, so that 
as the degree of freedom is increased, the distribution of 
goods and services becomes more uneven (Parra-Luna 2008: 
253). The Market exemplifies freedom, beginning with 
freedom of choice, while policing is, as law enforcement, 
ideally concerned with justice if the laws are just, as is 
presumed. The public police are supposed to emphasise the 
logic of justice (Reiner 2005: 721). This has made the plural 
mix of policing and Mar ketisation difficult to work out in 
practice. Be that as it may, for the Global Commons, where 
there are no clear property rights to enforce, and it is difficult 
to assign individual responsibility for the disposal and use of 
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resources within these commons (Snape & Gunasekera 1997: 
2), where lies the economic motivation for policing?     

 

Police forces are also going beyond the traditional crime 
control, law and order functions and have recently been 
involved with peacekeeping and security operations. 
Developing nations, in fact, carry a large share of the UN 
Peacekeeping effort throughout the world. Typical of these is 
the Philippines, whose national police have contributed 319 
officers, out of a total of 670 Filipino peacekeepers all over 
the world, in plac es as diverse as Haiti and Timor Leste 
(United Nations 2008). Recent policing research has found 
that the ideal police to citizen ratio in a peaceful, stable 
country is somewhere between one and four officers for 
every 1000 citizens (1-4:1000), with cities needing tighter 
ratios than rural areas. However, for nation building and 
stability operations, of which peacekeeping is part, the ideal 
ratio is 13.26 to 20 per 1000 civilians, with the ratio climbing 
above 20:1000 in strife torn areas requiring external 
intervention (Broemmel, Clark & Nielsen 2007: 110). It is 
reasonable to assume that policing of this nature does not 
put Global Commons concerns and the environment among 
its most important priorities.  

 

Yet another change in policing in recent times over the 
traditional crime control and law enforcement model has 
been the introduction of Community Orientated Policing 
(COP) or Community Policing. The whole idea behind this is 
to democratise policing through the involvement of citizens 
and their communities in dealing with crime and other 
policing responsibilities. This combines the public police 
with the communityõs citizens in collaboration, interaction, 
joint planning; action and evaluation of local crime control, 
peace maintenance and law enforcement (Directorate for 
Police Community Relations 2003: 12-14). This policing 
model has been developed with a view to improving police 
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relations with the ordinary citizens of communities and solve 
the issue of decreasing public confidence with the public 
police (New burn 2003: 3). While its stated objective may be 
to enable citizens of a community to identify policing 
problems and become involved in their resolution, 
ultimately it is the police who define the nature of policing 
and frequently make plans of action inde pendently (Pino & 
Wiatrowski 2006: 89). In the end, COP does not really 
empower ordinary citizens, as police merely use the 
communityõs cooperation in performing their roles as law 
enforcers and peacekeepers. This model of policing may 
work in the Global C ommons, and indeed, many 
conservation agencies with police powers, such as the US 
Fish and Wildlife Service have similar mechanisms in place 
in performing their environment based policing functions 
(US Fish and Wildlife Service 2005). Even so, this is not 
sufficient to police the Global Commons as COP concerns are 
arguably limited to local community crime and social order. 
At the risk of sounding cynical, it may even be possible to 
argue that COP is more concerned with improving the 
public image of the poli ce rather than improving policing. 
Whatever the case, whether it is under the COP model, the 
plural policing model, or even the tried and true traditional 
crime control model, policing is defined under rules, 
principles and roles that are too narrow, too l imited and too 
constrained to function for the protection of the Global 
Commons and its people. What, then, should be done? 

 

Participation and institutional learning for 
policing: The way forward?  

Perhaps a good place to start would be to determine who 
ôownsõ the Global Commons, and there are at least two 
possible answers: no one owns them, in which case they are 
no oneõs property and subject to no oneõs responsibility; or 
that they belong to everyone, which would mean everyone is 
responsible for them. There is a stronger case for the latter 
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view, not only because humanity has rights to the Global 
Commons, and rights have corresponding counterpart 
obligations (OõNeill 2002), but also because humanityõs 
connection with the Global Commons is undeniable. We are 
integrally and inseparably part of our global ecosystem in its 
entirety (Palmer 2000: 30). As we use the worldõs resources, 
we create effects on them and ourselves that we could not 
avoid. In order to survive, and remain cohesive, human 
society should have a shared understanding of and a 
commitment to every human beingõs rights and a just 
distribution of societyõs resources (Preston: 2007: 43). This 
would also require a just and equitable sharing of 
responsibility and accountability, a shared sense of concern 
for future generations towards sustainability (McIntyre -Mills 
2008: 147). Sustainability requires humanity to live within its 
means, and whether humanity could attain equitable 
sustainability depends on the aggregate consequences of 
individual human c hoices. Responsible and accountable 
decision making could enable us to be stewards of our world 
and its future ð global sustainability reinforced by justice 
(Zen 2000: 36, 37). This would mean an ethos whereby 
people are able to place themselves on the receiving end of a 
decision before actually making it for others (McIntyre -Mills 
2006: 91). This could open a conceptual space where multiple 
perspectives are spanned by holistic and ethical perspectives 
that seek to improve the human condition (Nelson 2003: 464 
cited in Guo & Sheffield 2007: 615). A sustainable world 
could only come about if, besides being responsible decision 
makers making responsible choices, people also move 
beyond being choosers to ômakers and shapersõ of the future, 
requiring the design of means by which people can think 
creatively and shape the future they desire (McIntyre 2004: 
39). 

 

In relation to policing the Global Commons, all this would 
mean the establishment of a system that binds the worldõs 
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citizens and their police together in a manner well beyond 
what the traditional, plural and COP models of policing 
provide. Democratic participation and community and 
institutional learning could make this possible. Deliberative 
and collective action methods may hold the promise of 
achieving this: a global public involved in citizen -centred 
(and by this is meant global citizenship) collaborative public 
management (Cooper, Bryer & Meek 2006: 76) in relation to 
policing the Global Commons. It may be possible to create an 
international policing sy stem where police and world 
citizens are part of a global community of practice, a 
knowledge -based social structure whose members are able 
to work together and learn as they do (Wenger, McDermott 
& Snyder 2002: 4-5), thus enabling police and community 
stakeholders to work out better strategies for protecting and 
conserving the Global Commons. Participation in public 
affairs, according to Alexis de Tocqueville and J. S. Mill 
(cited in Mansbridge 1999) enables citizens to learn the 
competence needed to develop public policy. In this case, it 
may be possible for such global civic engagement to enable 
both global citizens and police to learn the competence 
needed for conservation and sustainability. Individual 
government public police, including those belonging to 
conservation agencies, could not longer act as experts in this 
regard, as the complexity of problems and issues dealing 
with the Global Commons, including its policing, could not 
be simplistically reduced to a single theoretical construct 
(McIntyre 2004: 41). Protecting and policing the Global 
Commons should become part of global governance, in 
which it may be possible to establish a gradual 
understanding of how human and natural systems interact 
(Whitman 2005: 314), thereby making conservation and 
polic ing efforts to that end more effective. 

 

Police-citizen cooperation towards preserving the Global 
Commons should begin with a respectful and meaningful 



 

74  ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009  

 

dialogue among equals, as dialogue is the only means by 
which we can attain contextual truth (McIntyre 2 004: 39). A 
practical aspect of this dialogue is public deliberation, in 
which people are able to create (or re-create) police 
institutions, which they could embed in a democratic 
framework working with and through civil society (Pino & 
Wiatrowski 2006: 71). Dialogue may enable police and 
citizens to share their lived experiences and knowledge, 
thereby creating new knowledge and possibly 
understanding. Learning arises when concepts are shared 
and all participants develop the capacity to see the world 
through one anotherõs eyes (McIntyre-Mills 2006: 91). This 
could lead to the development of a communal vision in 
which police and citizens on a global scale are able to see 
themselves as partners and co-creators of a future they desire 
for the world and its comm ons. Research has shown, in fact, 
that active citizen participation and the ownership of 
policing have been found to improve police effectiveness in 
crime reduction, as both no longer see themselves as 
antagonists, but as members of one and the same community 
for which reducing crime is in everyoneõs best interests 
(Neyroud 2003: 591). This is similarly true of environmental 
management, and the US is a case in point. Since the 1960õs, 
most American federal laws have provided formal 
mechanisms to enable citizens and organisations to become 
involved in environmental policy making (Daley 2008: 21). 
This may arguably extend beyond the US and protect the 
Global Commons, as both police and citizens would be able 
to see that the protection and stewardship of these commons 
is in everyoneõs best interest. Indeed, to fail in these could 
mean the extinction of humanity. Policing through 
democratic participation may make it possible to use police 
power towards sustainability and stewardship. Indeed, if at 
the state and sub-state level, studies show the critical 
importance of increasing the focus of policing on citizens and 
their active involvement in it (Docking 2003: 3), it goes 
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without saying how much more critical this would be for 
policing the Global Commons.  

 

Some principles  

It is possible to view the idea of policing through democratic 
participation as a double knit knowledge system, taking 
from Wenger, McDermott & Snyder (2002: 19), which would 
look like:  

 
Figure 1: democratic participation as a double knit knowledge system. 

 

Hopefully, citizen participation in policing, if carried out, 
could develop a system like this for policing the Global 
Commons. Global civic engagement could mean people 
participating together for deliberation and collective action 
within a network of institutions and a variety of interests to 
develop a global civic identity and involve people in 
governance (Cooper, Bryer & Meek 2006: 76). Police and 
citizens could become a community of practice on a global 
scale, by which is meant groups of people (i.e. police and 
citizens), who share a common concern, a set of problems or 
a passion about a subject and who deepen their knowledge 
and expertise by continuous interaction (Wenger, 
McDermott & Snyder 2002: 4). The deepening of knowledge 
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becomes knowledge capital, which when applied to 
processes and working groups could be preserved and 
stewarded, contributing to learning. Such learning may 
result in empowerment, as knowledge empowers; and the 
participants and stakeholders can exercise a collective 
ownership of both the processes and the results (McIntyre-
Mills 2006; McIntyre 2004). And then, it may be possible for 
global citizens and their police to work towards evaluating 
the results of their collaboration by combining citizen 
participation with pe rformance evaluation as derived from 
market management principles (Heikkila & Isett 2007: 238). 
For this to happen, though, may I propose that police -citizen 
cooperation assume the following principles:  

 

Policing as Stewardship - While police power must 
necessarily retain its punitive capabilities, its 
orientation would have to change towards one of 
stewardship, rather than mere enforcement. This 
would entail a sense of trusteeship and trust over 
police powers and those over whom these powers will 
be exercised (Neyroud 2003: 584). Stewardship of the 
earth is essential to sustainability (Turner & Zen 2000: 
34). But this is a principle that both police and citizens 
working together would have to learn, even as they 
learn to become good stewards of the Global 
Commons together. We may learn that we would have 
to give up certain cherished ways of doing things in 
favour of better, more sustainable, but more painful 
ways. Sustainability, however, could never be the 
result of coercion. It would require citizens who k now 
and feel a sense of ownership of their world and its 
ecology (Palmer 2000: 44) working with police who 
share this knowledge and sense of ownership to make 
this happen. 
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Policing as Social Justice - Social justice is inseparable from 
sustainability (Zen  2000: 37). Interpreting Dodson (1993), 
social justice could be understood as the quality of a society 
wherein all people are entitled to the same rights and 
services regardless of individual personal circumstances. 
Perhaps it could also be added that as everyone enjoys 
equity in rights, everyone also has equal responsibilities 
towards others and the world around them. So, while 
everyone, in a socially just system, is able to enjoy the 
benefits and resources of the Global Commons, everyone is 
equally accountable and responsible for it. Policing the 
Global Commons would have to have a social justice 
dimension to ensure that the benefits of the worldõs 
resources and the duty of conserving them are shared 
equitably. The institutional design of global policing w ould 
have to go beyond the traditional focus on law enforcement 
and the existing direction towards risk management and 
security (Pino & Wiatrowski 2006: 77, 81). It would have to 
emphasise more strongly the human rights and ethics aspect 
of policing (Newbu rn 2003; Neyroud 2003) and the 
internalisation of an institutional culture towards 
humaneness, which could be learned in police organisations 
if collaborative dialogue with citizens were made part of 
police training, operations and occupational concerns. Police 
on a global environment would have to build the 
institutional and organisational capacity for holistic 
understanding (Foster 2003: 203, 212), especially of 
sustainability. Participatory design in the policing institution 
arguably could mean that everyone involved in the common 
desire for a sustainable future becomes a subject, not merely 
an object of policing policy decisions (McIntyre 2004: 38). 
This would not be possible without a continuing meaningful 
dialogue with the worldõs citizens to be able to constantly 
unfold and negotiate the boundaries of assumptions about 
sustainability and development, to borrow concepts from 
Churchman (1979) and Ulrich (1987: 278-279). It is in this 
unfolding of boundaries that learning and co -creation 
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towards finding t he right policing solutions for sustaining 
the Global Commons is possible for all global stakeholders.  

 

Democratic Policing ð Collaboration and dialogue between 
police and citizens would need to be built on a democratic 
framework. Democracy and human righ ts, the key to 
building trust as social capital, should be the core principles 
of policing (Pino & Wiatrowski 2006: 71) if it is to attain the 
competence to protect the Global Commons. A democratic 
framework for policing is the best way to generate a shared 
dialogue that could enable the creation of shared meanings 
and enable stakeholders to make policy decisions and 
become co-creators of a shared future. It is also important to 
note that democracy in policing the Global Commons should 
be based on global cultural diversity, since such diversity 
supports the inclusion of local knowledge, which would 
enrich experiences, learning and decision making in trying to 
resolve the social, economic and environmental problems of 
the worldõs common spaces (McIntyre 2004: 39). Diversity, 
especially on a global scale, is a vital source of social 
innovation (Fisher 2000: 41). 

 

It would be difficult to determine the organisational and 
institutional reforms that would be required for police and 
policing on a global scale to attain the necessary capacity for 
protecting the Global Commons and the citizens using and 
conserving it. It would be difficult to design models for 
cross-jurisdictional police operations and to make police 
view conservation and sustainability as part of the ir 
functions in addition to risk management and crime control. 
It is not easy to determine how police should be equipped 
and trained for such functions, and the greatest difficulty of 
all is to find ways and means to enable a shared, democratic 
participato ry dialogue between globally spanning police and 
the worldõs culturally diverse citizens involved in creating a 
sustainable future for the world. It would require, at the very 
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least, changes in our value systems, not just those of our 
police, and the capacity to challenge our ways of thinking 
(Zen, Palmer & Reitan 2000: 44). But this essay is a research 
agenda, whose main intent it to stimulate thinking on this 
subject and promote future studies. I do hope that, because 
of efforts like this, we would see fo r ourselves and our 
posterity a better and more sustainable future, where places 
like the Grampians could still be seen and enjoyed, rather 
than the dystopian future that Frederick Pohl conjured up in 
some of his most fascinating, albeit depressing science 
fiction. We are our own police, in the final analysis, and how 
we police ourselves to establish a future we desire for our 
world is entirely up to us.  

References 

Broemmel, J., Clark, T. L. & Nielsen, S. (2007). Insights: The Surge 
Can Succeed, Military Review, July-August: 110-112. 

Churchman, C. W. (1979). The Systems Approach and its Enemies, 

New York: Basic Books. 

Congress of the Philippines, (1990). Republic Act 6975: The Philippine 
National Police Law, J. Nolledo, Compiler, Rex Bookstore, 
Manila. 

Cooper, T. L., Bryer, T. A. & Meek, J. W. (2006). Citizen-Centred 
Collaborative Public Management, Public Administration 
Review, 66, December: 76-86. 

Daley, D. M. (2008). Public Participation and Environmental Policy: 
What Factors Shape State Agencyõs Public Participation 
Provisions? Review of Policy Research, 23(25): 21-37. 

Directorate for Police Community Relations, (2003). Police 
Community Relations Manual, Philippine National Police 
National Headquarters, Camp Crame, Quezon City.  

Docking, M. (2003). Public Perceptions of Police Accountability and 
Decision Making, Home Office Online Report 38/03, Home 
Office Research, Development and Statistics Directorate 
Communication Development Unit, London. Available: 
http:// www.homeoffice.gsi.gov.uk  [16 August 2008]. 

http://www.homeoffice.gsi.gov.uk/


 

80  ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009  

 

Dodson, M. (1993). Annual Report of the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Canberra. 

Earle, K. (2008). Exploring Private Security Trends and Directions 
for Reform in the New Era of Policing, Security Insider, 

August/September: 73 -76. 

Ericson, R. V. & Haggerty, K. D. (1997). Policing the Risk Society, 

Clarendon Press, Oxford. 

Fisher, G. W. (2000). An Earth Science Perspective on the Cultural 
Context of Sustainability, Johns Hopkins University, 
Baltimore. Available: http://bcn.boulder.co.us/  [21 
December 2008]. 

Foster, J. (2003). Police Cultures, Handbook of Policing, T. Newburn, 
(Ed.), Devon: Willan Publishing.  

Guo, Z. & Sheffield, J. (2007). Critical Heuristics: A Contribution to 
Addressing the Vexed Question of So-called Knowledge 
Management, Systems Research and Behavioural Science, 24: 
613-626. 

Heikkila, T. & Isett, K. R. (2007). Citizen Involvement and 
Performance Management in Special Purpose Governments, 
Public Administration Review, 67(2), March/April: 238 -248. 

Hughes, O. E. (2003). Public Management and Administration: An 
Introduction, Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan.  

Hurst, C. E. (2000). Living Theory: The Application of Classical Social 
Theory to Contemporary Life, Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Interpol, (2009). Facts and figures on environmental policing. 
Available: http:// www.interpol.int . [2 January 2009]. 

Jones, T. (2003). The Governance and Accountability of Policing, 
Handbook of Policing, T. Newburn, (Ed.), Devon: Willan 
Publishing. 

Mansbridge, J. (1999). On the Idea That Participation Makes Better 
Citizensõ, Citizen Competence and Democratic Institutions, S. L. 
Elkin & K. E. Soltan, (Eds.), Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 
University Press. 

http://bcn.boulder.co.us/
http://www.interpol.int/


 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   81 

 

McIntyre, J. (2004). Facilitating Critical Systemic Praxis (CSP) By 
Means of Experiential Learning and Conceptual Tools, 
Systems Research and Behavioural Science, 21: 37-61. 

McIntyre -Mills, J. (2008). Systemic Ethics: Expanding the 
Boundaries of Rights and Responsibilities, Systems Research 
and Behavioural Science, 25: 147-150. 

McIntyre -Mills, J. (2006). Systemic Governance and Accountability: 
Working and Reworking the Conceptual and Spatial Boundaries, 
Vol. 3, New York: Springer.  

Newburn, T. (2003). Introduction: Understanding Policing, 
Handbook of Policing, T. Newburn, (Ed.), Devon: Willan 
Publishing. 

Neyroud, P. (2003). Policing and Ethics, Handbook of Policing, T. 
Newburn, (Ed.), Devon: Willan Publishing.  

OõNeill, O. (2002). A Question of Trust, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Padover, S. K. (1953). The Living US Constitution, New York: Mentor 
Books. 

Palmer, A. R. (2000). We Are Part Of, Not Part From the Global 
Ecosystem, Institute for Cambrian Studies, Boulder. 
Available: http://bcn.boulder.co.us  [21 December 2008]. 

Palmer, A. R. (2000). What Do We Mean By the Global Commons? 
Institute for Cambrian Studies, Boulder. Available: 
http://bcn.boulder.co.us/  [21 December 2008]. 

Parra-Luna, F. (2008). A Score Card for Ethical Decision Making, 
Systems Research and Behavioural Science, 25: 248-270.  

Pino, N. W. & Wiatrowski, M. D. (2006). The Principles of 
Democratic Policing, Democratic Policing in Transitional and 
Developing Countries, N. Pino & M. Wiatrowski, (Eds.), 
Aldershot: Ashgate. 

Pohl, F. (1992). A Visit to Belindia, Future Quartet: Earth in the Year 
2042, New York: Avon Books.  

Pohl, F. (1994). What Dreams Remain, Future Quartet: Earth in the 
Year 2042, New York: Avon Books.  

http://bcn.boulder.co.us/
http://bcn.boulder.co.us/


 

82  ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009  

 

Preston, N. (2007). Understanding Ethics (3rd Edn.). NSW: The 
Federation Press. 

Reiner, R. (2005). Policing a Postmodern Society, Policing: Key 
Readings, T. Newburn, (Ed.), Portland: Willan Publishing.  

Shearing, C. (1996). Reinventing Policing: Policing as Governance, 
Policing Change, Changing Police: International Perspectives, O. 
Marenin, (Ed.), New York: Garland Publishing.  

Snape, R. & Gunasekera, D. (1997). Problems of the Global 
Commons, Countdown to Kyoto: The Consequences of the 
Mandatory Global Carbon Dioxide Emissions Reductions, 
Australian APEC Study Centre, Canberra, 19-21 August 
1997. 

The Constitutional Commission, (1986). The Constitution of the 
Republic of the Philippines, National Government C entre, 
Quezon City. 

Turner, C. & Zen, E. (2000). We live in a world of change, US 
Geological Survey. Available: http://bcn.boulder.co.us/  [21 
December 2008]. 

Ulrich, W. (1987). Critical heuristics of social systems design, 
European Journal of Operational Research, 31: 276-283. 

United Nations, (2008). Contributors to UN peacekeeping 
operations. Available: 
www.un.org/depts/dpko/contributors/  [11 April 2008]. 

Uni ted States Fish & Wildlife Service, (2005). Office of Law 
Enforcement, US Fish & Wildlife Service, Department of the 
Interior. Available: www.fws.gov/le/AboutLE/  [22 
December 2008]. 

Wenger, E., McDermott, R. & Snyder, W. M. (2002). Cultivating 
Communities of Practice: A Guide to Managing Knowledge, 
Boston: Howard Business School Press. 

Whitman, J. (2005). Human systems and global governance, 
Systems Research and Behavioural Science, 22: 311-317. 

Zedner, L. (2004). Criminal Justice, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

http://bcn.boulder.co.us/
http://www.un.org/depts/dpko/contributors/
http://www.fws.gov/le/AboutLE/


 

ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1  April  2009   83 

 

Zen, E. (2000). Sustainability and Resources, University of 
Maryland, College Park. Available: 
http://bcn.boulder.co.us/  [21 December 2008]. 

Zen E. (2000). What do we mean by a sustainable world? 
University of Maryland, College Park. Available: 
http://bcn.boulder.co.us/  [21 December 2008].  

 Zen, E., Palmer, A. R. & Reitan, P. H. (2000). We have the option of 
choice: the future is up to us, University of Maryland, 
College Park. Available: http://bcn.boulder.co.us/  [21 
December 2008].  

http://bcn.boulder.co.us/
http://bcn.boulder.co.us/
http://bcn.boulder.co.us/


 

84  ALAR Journal  Vol 15 No 1 April 2009  

 

 

 

 
 Reflecting on recent PAR: 

Ensuring the worldõs 

poorest women have access 

to social justic e relies on 

bypassing the gatekeepers 

who silence women  

Rachel Outhred 
 

This article presents research conducted that seeks to explore the work 

undertaken by the NGO and explore the policies and processes of the major 

stakeholders involved in the process of óreleasingô and órehabilitatingô these 

women and children.  The research evaluates the social, legal, economical, 

historical and politial frameworks that exist around the Trokosi women, in 

order to gain an understanding of how these frameworks can be adjusted to 

better represent the rights of the women. 

 

Introduction  

Since 1998 reports of customary servitude, sometimes 
termed ôslaveryõ in West Africa have flooded through 
international media (Ahiable 1995; French 1997; Gakpleazi 
1998; Dogar 1999; Gyau Orhin 2001; Hawksley 2001; Ben-Ari 
2002; Mercyõs Story and Trokosi 2003; Owusu -Ansah 2003; 
Rinuaudo 2003; Eckardt 2004), Reports have sited narratives 
of the institutionalized and systematic torture, repeated rape, 
forced marriages, forced labour and social outcasting of 
women and girls in rural settings in West Africa.  

 

The practice is named ôTroxoviõ and the women are called 
ôTrokosiõ. Various forms of international media reported, 
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and continue to report that Troxovi is being practiced in 
Togo, Benin, Nigeria and X by the Ewe group. The belief 
system sends young virgin girls to shrines, as living 
sacrifices to the Fetish Priest in order to appease the gods for 
sins or crimes committed by ancestors or relatives within the 
community. They are called Trokosi, li terally translated 
ôBrides of the godsõ. The community believes that by 
appeasing the gods they will be saved from calamity. These 
women and children are raped by the fetish priest (and in 
some cases by his friends also), they are put to work in the 
priests fields and they are denied the right to a variety of the 
social commons, including access to land, health care and 
education.  

 

Media reports state that the total number of Trokosi women 
could be as high as 30,000 in West Africa and states that in 
1998, 5,000 Trokosi women existed in the African state in 
which research was conducted (see Gyau Orhin 2001). 

 

In 1998 legislation was passed to ban the practice within the 
African nation, however no practitioners have been arrested 
and the practice continues. A Non-Government Organisation 
(NGO) has lobbied since this time for the government to 
enforce the legislation and arrest the priests, shrine owners 
and family members who continue to send their girls to the 
shrines. The NGO began to negotiate with fetish priests and 
shrine owners to release the women and girls and set up a 
training centre in order to give the women skills to survive 
outside the shrine. The NGO reported that women are so 
heavily stigmatised, they can not return to their communities 
(Mercyõs Story and Trokosi 2003). 

 

The NGO is a Christian organisation run by national 
employees and financed through several international 
governmental aid agencies and through the personal 
donations of church communities around the world. The 
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2007 Human Development Report states that through the 
work of the NGO, 3,500 women have been released and 
rehabilitated out of a life of slavery (HDR, X 2007:  72). 

 

The research conducted seeks to explore the work 
undertaken by the NGO and explore the policies and 
processes of the major stakeholders involved in the process 
of ôreleasingõ and ôrehabilitatingõ these women and children.  
The research evaluates the social, legal, economical, 
historical and politial frameworks that exist around the 
Trokosi women, in order to gain a n understanding of how 
these frameworks can be adjusted to better represent the 
rights of the women.  

 

This paper uses the evaluation of the NGOõs Trokosi 
development program as a case study to explore the 
challenges of ensuring the worldõs poorest women have 
access to global commons. Within this Trokosi case study, 
global commons refers to the enviromental commons, such 
as community land. Global commons refers to social 
commons, such as political space and healthcare. It also 
includes intellectual commons; both in reference to receiving 
knowledge and forming it; and it refers to the cultural 
commons; having equal rights to participate in, and shape 
the communities cultural practices.  

 

After using secondary resources to evaluate the Troxovi 
practice for my m asters thesis, there remained so many 
questions that could not be answered without conducting 
primary research. In all of the articles written on the Troxovi 
practice, there seemed to be little analysis of the historical 
events that have impacted on the rights of women and 
children in West Africa and both historical, and current day 
western influences in the nation seemed to be ignored in the 
majority of the literature. The tensions that exist when 
acknowledging that the practices and traditions of the Ewe 
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people are not confined to the influence of African traditions 
alone, seemed to have be completely overlooked or ignored. 
In most of the literature the Ewe people were being viewed 
and analysed outside of a context that acknowledges 
European interaction and nationalist struggles. However, the 
practice can not be investigated devoid of invaders during 
the transatlantic slave movement, the conversion projects of 
missionaries, colonisation, nationalist struggles, post colonial 
power relations, globalisation, t he current state of the 
worldõs capitalist neo-liberal economics and Eurocentric 
development theories and practices. These issues are central 
to the Troxovi practice, as after centuries of being traded, 
converted, robbed, developed and adjusted by western 
powers, no African community, no matter how remote, has 
escaped impact. In fact, no group has been affected more 
than those poorest within the nation; the rural female 
population (see Amadiume 2000). 

 

It had simply not been acknowledged that the Trokosi 
women are not simply subordinated by savage natives, but 
have been denied access to social justice through a variety of 
racist and sexist political interactions. All social norms are 
created through historical events, including social norms 
which legitimate violence against women and in 
paraphrasing the thoughts of Merilyn Tahi, Margaret Jolly 
(2000: 151) writes, that òsocial norms which legitimate 
violence must be transformedé, ôthe roots of violence are 
culturalõ but so are the means of digging up those roots.ó 

 

I choose to focus on the Trokosi emancipation project for 
several reasons: 

1. To further examine the role of historical events in 
the subordination of the nationõs rural women; 

2. To assess the extent to which the NGO has 
effectively ôdug up the cultural rootsõ (Jolly 2000: 
151) of this practice and found ways to rework their 
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traditions, while respecting the rights of women; 
and 

3. To evaluate the frameworks that exist around the 
Trokosi women from the community level to the 
international level, in order to es tablish how these 
frameworks can be adjusted to further empower the 
worldõs poorest women. 

4. The research also sought to create a model based on 
the achievements and oversights or obstacles of the 
NGO and the international community for other 
practitioners t o use to emancipate gender specific 
cultural practices that legitimate violence against 
women.   

 

Relying on secondary research my earlier work ôThe Trokosi 
Women and Children: Assessment of the Extent to Which 
Human Rights Legislation Is Addressed in Sout h East Xõ 
(Outhred 2005: 85-6) concluded: 

 The Troxovi practice is against national domestic 
law, as of 1998.  

 The Troxovi practice is against a number of 
treaties in International Law, to which the nation 
is a signatory. 

 All signatories to international le gal treaties are 
liable to accountability.  

 Though in its current form international law is 
patriarchal in nature, these frameworks must be 
reshaped and reclaimed for women rightõs to be 
realised.  

 The Trokosi women and children do not have 
the same rights as other women and children in 
the African state. Though this nation ranks 
higher on the Gender Empowerment Measure 
and the Gender Development Index (UNDP, 
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1995: 14) than the three other countries in which 
Troxovi is believed to be practiced.   

 Uneven power relations and the viewing of 
women as cultural battlegrounds will continue to 
perpetuate the oppression of women.  

 Oneõs groupõs deficiency of rights is equal and 
proportionate to another groupõs power. 

 The argument of cultural relativism is one that 
relies on the notion that there is such a thing as 
natural rights and begs the question: Why 
should the natural right to religious freedom 
overshadow the rights of women? (Outhred 
2005: 86) 

 The use of the Trokosi women within the 
Troxovi religion is currently  being practiced far 
from its original form.  

 The enforcement of legal instruments alone will 
not end the Troxovi practice. 

 ôSocial relations change, they are not fixed or 
immutableõ (March, Smyth & Mukhopadhyay 
2003: 103), however, the ôroots of violence are 
culturalõ (Jolly 2000: 151) but so are the means of 
ôdigging upõ those roots.  

 ôEmancipation dramatically demonstrated that 
power was in the hands of the free, not the 
slavesõ (Lovejoy 2000: 3). 

 

Building upon the findings of my earlier work, this resea rch 
set out to use a critical systemic and feminist approach to 
investigate how the Trokosi women, emancipated through 
the work of the NGO, became powerless, what policies, 
politics and social relations have been built around them, 
what access they have to these frameworks and in what 
ways they are represented and/or excluded.  
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Originally the majority of the research was to be conducted 
within the vocational centre where the emancipated Trokosi 
women are fed, taught basic living skills, taught a trade and 
counselled. This training centre is run by the NGO and is 
funded entirely by an overseas governmental aid agency and 
through the personal donations of citizens of the United 
States; received through the NGOõs partner organisation in 
the US. The research plan was to complete a number of key 
stakeholder interviews in Accra, and then to live with the 
women at the centre, using observation and interview to 
discuss their experiences prior to contact with the NGO, 
their experiences at the centre and their hopes for the future. 
The key objective was to gain an understanding from the 
women themselves about how the Troxovi practice  and the 
emancipation process has realised or impeded their rights 
and to discover how the policies, processes and politics 
surrounding the  women can be transformed to better 
represent their rights as community members and as 
citizens. 

 

This research plan was changed part way through the data 
collection period. There is simply not space within this 
report to record all of the events leading t o the changes in the 
research plan; however, the need to make these changes 
inform fundamental conclusions regarding the research 
question.  

 

The change in the research plan  

Upper management and the Executive Director of the NGO 
agreed to and welcomed, research into the Troxovi practice 
for over two years and an overview was sent to key 
members of the NGO six months prior to my arrival, and 
was approved both verbally and in writing by the Executive 
Director. During this time I had been in consistent contact  
with both the Executive Director and with a member of 
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upper management. I sought local information in order to 
establish the research plan. This was particularly true of the 
ethics approval process.  

 

Early on in the project I was well received by the 
organisation until it became clear that I was not planning on 
conducting my research in the same manner as many 
university students who had come before me. Many students 
had travelled to the area and had been taken to various 
places of interest by the NGO. They had spoken to the 
women through the NGOõs translator or staff members and 
made their conclusions. These were the conclusions that I 
drew on in my masters thesis. 

 

In 2008 an independent report had been commissioned by the 
NGO and funded through a govern mental donor. Whilst I 
had been told verbally on several occasions that I would 
have full access to this report and other reports conducted on 
the project, I witnessed the Executive Director publicly 
informed all staff that under no circumstances were any of 
the reports to be given to anybody without the Executive 
Directorõs permission. The Executive Director promised a 
copy of the report to me personally, however in the five 
months that I was conducting fieldwork , this offer never 
materialized.  

 

The Executive Director did, however introduce me to the 
author of one of the independent reports, written to secure 
another three years of funding for INGõs vocational centre, 
where emancipated Trokosi were housed and educated. The 
Executive Director stated to his staff that this report cost 
US$26,000 to commission and the amount of funding that it 
secured was in excess of US$900,000 (principal researcherõs 
diary submission, September 2008).  
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Several events led me to question the independent nature of 
the report, including the including the fact that the author 
was described as ôa very good friendõ by the Executive Director 
(principal researcherõs diary submission, September 2008). 
His office was in the geography department of the university 
and upon looking into the  matter I found that his 
qualifications are in oceanography, natural resources and 
urban and rural planning. It was clear that he possessed no 
qualifications in womenõs rights or cultural practices; the 
two central areas to any investigation into the Troko si 
women and children. The author gave me a list naming the 
people I should contact. He seemed very interested in where 
I am receiving my funding from and claimed that in order to 
conduct this research I need huge amounts of funding. He 
asked if I was being funded through Aus Aid and asked how 
much money I had in my bank account. He told me several 
stories about people who had gone before me wishing to 
conduct independent research into the Troxovi practice and 
indicated that they all had to stop the project mid way 
through, due to financial constraints. He also told me that 
speaking with an ex-Trokosi woman would cost me US$50 
for half a day, and speaking to a priest would cost over 
US$200; unless I went through the NGO (principal 
researcherõs diary submission, September 2008). 

 

It was very clear to me that the author was actively seeking 
to discourage me from conducting independent research. At 
the time I wondered if he was fearful that my findings may 
not resonate with his. However as the project moved on, i t 
became clear that this was not the issue.  

 

In a meeting with a member of upper management, the 
manager raised two issues with which she was 
uncomfortable .  The first being that interviewees and the 
organisation should not be named. The member of upper 
management said that I had travelled ôunder the banner of [the 
NGO]õ and that therefore ô[the NGO] should receive the credit 
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for the final resultsõ (principal researcherõs journal entry, 12 
September 2008). I explained the nature of independent 
research and explained that staff needed to feel secure that 
they could share whatever information they see as 
important, without fear of the NGO losing credibility or of 
losing their job.  

The second point mentioned by the manager eventually 
became an issue of immense tension within the research 
project and was responsible for major changes to the 
research plan. This was the use of an independent 
interpreter.  

 

Initially I was told by the member of upper management that 
an independent interpreter would cost in excess of US$250 a 
day plus expenses (principal researcherõs journal entry, 12 

September 2008). After resisting offers for a member of 
upper management to do the translations for me, the 
nephew of the same member of upper management and a 
student of the author of the 2008 independent report, I 
informed the NGO that I would seek an independent 
interpreter from the language centre within the local 
University.  

 

During the course of seeking a translator I continued 
interviewing participants from other stakeholder group s. 
This included the governmental Human Rights Commission. 
Once again, there is insufficient space to discuss the entire 
interview; however in summary t he interview raised a 
number of issues. 

 

It was stated in the interview that the Commission ha d just 
completed an assessment of the Trokosi situation, which 
included travel to the rural areas. The Commission was in 
the process of finalising the research findings and said that 
the report would be available in February 2009. The 
following was stated:  
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óWe discovered two things. The first thing is not proven yet. But we 

have been told by people within the communities that some lists are 

not accurateé the lists that [the NGO] are making... We have been 

informed that they [shrine lists and Trokosi lists] are not accurate.ô  

 

óésome women that are óliberatedô were never Trokosi.ô óWe have 

several independent people reporting the same thing. We believe that 

[international governmental aid agency] money is slipping into the 

pocket of someone at the top.ô  

 

óThe other finding is that either the practice has been transformed 

through the advocacy work of this department and through the work of 

[the NGO], or the practice is not as prevalent or as abusive as it has 

been reported and continues to be reportedô (interview transcript, 15
 

September 2008). 

 

In response to my question: ôCan you clarify? You believe 
that the current ôindependentõ reports commissioned 
through [the NGO] are reporting higher incidences of 
Trokosi and worse conditions for Trokosi than is actually the 
caseõ, the interviewee replied; 

óYes. We will be holding a stakeholders workshop about this issue 

later in the year or early next year.ô  

 

[Local resistance groups to the emancipation process] éare allowing 

transformation. These days it is a matter of an individual priest 

misusing power. [Local resistance groups] have changed things. Now 

the Trokosi go to school. This council is transforming the practice from 

within as well, not just [the NGO]ôs work.ô 

 

óéone of the problems is that all the research going out into the 

international community is coming out of [the NGO]. All interviews 

with the Trokosi women and all interviews with community members 

are currently conducted and/or translated by [the NGO]. ô 

 

After this interview, the need for an independent interp reter 
was even more pressing. I met with an academic at the local 
universityõs language centre and I was assured that an 
interpreter could be found within the projectõs budget and 
we set the dates for travel to the vocational centre. 
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Two days before we were set to leave for the vocational 
centre the representative of the language centre contacted me 
and informed me that he had found me an interpreter and 
we set up a meeting. At the meeting he named the 
interpreter: My interpreter was to be the member of up per 
management who had originally offered to do the 
interpreting; the staff member who I had told on more than 
ten occasions that I can not use her or her nephew as 
translator. The academic told me that he had a met with her 
weeks prior and she had asked that he keep it ôbetween the 
two of themõ for as long as possible (meeting held 18 
November 2008). 

 

Other events that initially only seemed slightly bizarre, 
became central as impediments, or attempted impediments 
to the research. Within the first week of a rriving I had a 
meeting with the Executive Director and I explained the 
research plan, the ôcritical analysisõ paradigm and that my 
next task would be to seek an independent interpreter. My 
journal records a response from the director that I found 
problematic. He paused for a long period of time. Then he 
leaned forward  on the lounge chair in his office and stated: 

óI think your research will not be easy.ô 

 

I enquired as to which aspects he thought would be difficult and he 

responded; 

óI would not be surprised if you came under physical threat doing this 

research. You may be harmed.ô  

 

I asked him who he believed would be the instigator of violence 

towards me and he responded saying that the fetish priests may harm 

me or the organisation that resists the NGOôs emancipation process. 

He paused and then stated; 

óRachel, you know I hate to say thisé but all of my country-men; they 

are liars. Every one of them. They just lieô (principal researcherôs diary 

entry, September 2008).  

 

The reason I found this conversation bizarre was that just 
two weeks prior to this conversation I had sought specific 
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pieces of information required by the ethics approval 
committee. One of these issues was that of threat to the 
researcher. The ethics committee was concerned about 
retribut ion being taken on the Trokosi women or on the 
researcher following the release of the research findings. I 
had been told by a member of upper management that she 
had spoken to the Executive Director and they believed there 
was no threat. I also found it b izarre that the Executive 
Director believes all informants  to be liars. I wondered what 
had stirred both the conclusion and the comment. 

 

As time moved on, it became extremely clear that the 
original research plan could not take place. It also became 
clear that access to the women at the vocational centre was 
reliant on using the NGOõs staff as interpreter. This 
happened through a series of events that I do not have space 
to fully discuss in this paper, but which nevertheless deserve 
some attention: 

Á After t he initial brief discussion with the 
Executive Director after arriving in X, the 
Executive Director did not attend (or cancelled) 
over six different appointments for interview.  

Á Initially I was told by the Executive Director that 
the organisation would pro vide accommodation 
at the vocational centre1. Upon arriving in X and 
discussing the independent nature of the research 
and my intention to source an independent 
interpreter, I was told that I would be charged 
US$50 a night to stay at the centre and $16 a day 
for food and that this would be doubled to bring 
an interpreter. I was then told by a member of 
upper management that the NGO may be able to 
arrange a discount for me, but it would need to 
be cleared with the Executive Director. This was 

                                           
1 Letter of Invitation, 11 February 2008. Dates changed in subsequent emails, February 2008. 
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never cleared, however I was told that there was 
room for me at the vocational center but 
unfortunately there would simply be no room 
for me to bring an interpreter with me . This 
happened, though the timing of this research and 
the need for one or two rooms in the centre had 
been cleared by the NGO at least six months 
prior.  

Á I received physical threats. One took place on the 
street by a stranger. I was just one hundred 
meters from the organizationõs office after 
conducting interviews. I was confronted by a 
stranger, grabbed on the shoulders, pushed 
away and then pulled in close and the stranger 
whispered in my ear ôYou are not welcome here, 
give up now and go home.õ I was also covertly 
threatened in a number of interview and 
informant situations, for example: One informant  
made me aware that he knew of my whereabouts 
on a number of prior occasions, yet did not 
indicate how he had this information. I politely 
asked him how he knew this information and he 
simply smiled and stated: ôThis meeting is over 
nowõ. 

 

Eventually, in l ight of these events, I left the organisationõs 
accommodation in Accra as I felt unsafe and I felt it might 
jeopardize the independent nature of the research. I 
informed my parents and the Australian High Commission 
of the move, as they were my emergency contacts. I also 
discussed with my mother, who is an academic and 
womenõs rights advocate herself, that I was worried that 
after this move, the Executive Director would attempt to 
discredit my actions and the research. On her advice I 
emailed my supervisors  with up to date information about 
the situation and asked them to be very careful if contacted 
by the Executive Director. Within hours, before speaking 
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with me the Executive Director phoned my parents in 
Australia and spoke to my mother. In this conversat ion he 
explained that I had left the accommodation and that he was 
ôvery concerned for my safetyõ, citing the reason for this major 
issue of concern: ôAre you aware? Do you know Rachel has a 
Xian boyfriend?õ My mother reports that the tone of the 
conversation implied that I had run away, to be with some 
strange man.  

 

The following morning I confronted the Executive Director 
about a number of impediments to the research project and 
asked for an explanation. Within this meeting he blamed his 
lack of attendance for interview on his secretary and stated ôI 
didnõt know you were waiting. I have told her now that she should 
tell me when people are waitingõ (interview transcript, 21 
November 2008). However, at the end of every scheduled 
interview day (after I had w aited in the reception area for 
over eight hours) he greeted me, apologized, saying he was 
too busy that day, and rescheduled. The Executive Director 
stated that I can have access to the independent report written 
in 2008, however this has still not yet been shared with me. 
He stated that he fully supported my travel to the vocational 
centre and claimed he had told all staff to give me whatever 
resources I required. Yet, this had been a central point of 
frustration as all staff members claimed having to seek 
approval from the Director in order to supply me with any 
of the project resources and whenever the Director was 
approached directly, he informed me that he would have to 
get back to me. He would then not attend meetings or 
interviews to respond to the r equests.  

 

Within this meeting, the Director initiated a conversation 
about my leaving the organisational accommodation. Within 
this conversation he made it clear that he somehow knew 
where I was now staying, and that he knew of my Xian 
boyfriend, that he had informed my parents and that he ôdoes 
not condemn meõ. I had, in fact sought refuge within my now 
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fianc®eõs village. I found the conversation (and the phoning 
of my parents) extremely interesting for several reasons. The 
Director had sexualised a polit ical situation in an attempt to 
discredit me. In ringing my parents he had sought to tell a 
story of a rebellious daughter whose reputation was 
questionable. I found it almost ironic that the Director was 
perpetuating the exact kind of attitude about women  that the 
organsiationõs project seeks to confront. The Director also 
asked me if I planned to continue to attend the vocational 
centre and stated that ôfor ethical reasons I ask that you do not 
confront any of the women without my consentõ (interview 
transcript, 21 November 2008). 

 

Due to these events, the methodology included both PAR 
and action learning based on reflection on my role and 
experience as a researcher. The observation portion of the 
research was originally to be focused on the workings of th e 
NGO as an organisation, how the Trokosi emancipation 
project is implemented and how released Trokosi women 
function in the community.  

 

Observation was not only focused on the NGO and the 
Trokosi program but included the political and socio -
economic conditions and issues of representation, 
international academic trends and the state of organizational 
transparency and accountability within international NGOõs. 
What was initially planned to be open participatory action 
became secret interviews conducted in hidden corners of 
governmental buildings, or hushed whispers within 
organisational hallways. Many opted for the status of 
ôanonymous informantõ rather than participant or 
interviewee.  

 

At least one representative from each participant group 
warned that caut ion should be exercised when looking into 
the Trokosi practice and one interviewee and several 
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ôinformantsõ either covertly or overtly threatened that 
continuing with the research would be harmful to the 
researcher and it became evident that I was under 
surveillance.  

 

Of particular interest is that within the original research 
plan, approximately 75% of interviewees were to be female, 
however of all of the interviews conducted, across three 
different organisations or governmental departments, not 
one interviewee was female. It is also noteworthy that of the 
100 planned interviews, approximately thirteen were to take 
place within Accra and the remaining within the vocational 
centre or the rural areas surrounding the centre. However, 
not one interview with a rural Xian or a former Trokosi 
woman was secured.  

 

Whist the empowerment of rural women is supposedly the 
very focus of the Trokosi project, the rural women are 
represented and their futures are discussed by urban males. 
The research sought to gain valuable insight from rural 
women, who have little formal education and no access to 
learning an international language. However; of the 
interviews secured, the average interviewees was 41 years of 
age, male, educated to masters level and a speaker of at least 
one international language and two local languages.  

 

Challenges to the use of Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) 

Whilst, in theory using a participatory approach will give a 
voice to the people whom the research is about, it also 
assumes that meaningful access to participants is granted. 
When dealing with research that will impact on social 
justice, it is almost always certain that strong political 
ramifications will result from any research findings.  
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One of the challenges of PAR, as it relates to gender 
empowerment, is that a certain level of empowerment by the 
participants must first be established in order to even gain 
meaningful access to participants. Often this is restricted by 
governments or citizens seeking to avoid complex 
interactions between imperialism and womenõs rights. In 
fact, the correlation between key historical events and the 
funding of both the Trokosi emancipation project and the 
funding of groups that resist the emancipation project are 
astonishing. Unfortunately there is little room to explore this 
issue within this article.  

 

Access can also be restricted by traditionalists or traditional 
structures seeking to maintain culture through womenõs 
duties and womenõs bodies. The key players and key issues 
within this complex paradigm have remained the same since 
independence struggles. They are confronting and they 
reflect complex tensions within the society. See Diagram 1. 

 

 
 


