Editor’s Introduction

At the outset of the twenty-first century we are forced to recognize that Asia (as is
much of the world) is confronted by war, by poverty, by social injustice, and by envi-
ronmental degradation. What went wrong? What can be done? What is being done?
At the turn of the new century, in 1999 and 2000, the Institute of Asian Cultural
Studies sponsored two symposia seeking to understand the role grassroots move-
ments in Asia play in working toward peace, justice, human dignity, and respect for
the natural environment. The first symposium was held on November 6, 1999. It was
entitled “Understanding South Asia and Southeast Asia Today: Radical Ethical Indi-
vidualism and Grassroots Movements.”

The political, economic, and environmental problems of South and Southeast Asia
are well known. The symposium paid particular attention to some of the deeper spiri-
tual problems that lie at the root of these contemporary crises. The keynote speaker,
B. N. Saraswati, was born in 1932 in India; over the past forty years he has written a
large number of essays illustrating the significance of traditional Indian thought from
a multidisciplinary standpoint. He is a long-time friend and mentor of Professor
Minoru Kasai, a former Director of the Institute of Asian Cultural Studies. A gener-
ous grant from the United Board for Higher Christian Education in Asia paid for his
transportation and accommodation expenses while in Japan. His address was entitled
“Beyond the Weary World.”

Professor Saraswati and other speakers hinted at some areas of hope, coming not
from the economic largesse or “peacekeeping” forces of the developed nations, but
from within. The symposium highlighted the role radical ethical individualism and
grassroots movements play in changing society. Must we rely on specialists and gov-
ernments to find solutions to the world’s problems? Or is there hope from below, from
people working at the grassroots level?

The second symposium was held on November 11, 2000, entitled “Grassroots Ac-
tivism and the Environment in Asia.” The process of modernization and especially
the development of modern industry have caused significant disruption of the natural
environment in Asia; it has also been the cause of much social and political unrest. In
some cases the influence has been creative; in most cases, however, the disruption has
meant the loss of forms of biological and cultural diversity and the disappearance of
traditional patterns of human life. While governments and large corporations have
often allied themselves with the forces of destruction, people in local areas, usually in
conjunction with various non-governmental organizations, have assumed the lead in
struggles everywhere in Asia to protect the environment and attempt to slow down the
pace of change.

Again, thanks to a grant from the United Board for Higher Christian Education in
Asia, we were able to invite two speakers from overseas. Germelino Bautista from the
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Ateneo de Manila University in the Philippines, spoke on environmental problems in
the Philippines and Thanit Boodphetcharat, from the Research and Development In-
stitute at Payap University in Thailand spoke about the grassroots movements in Thai
villages regarding the use of natural fibers and dyes. Thanit Boodphetcharat’s inter-
esting talk consisted of slides and commentary and displays of traditional fabrics, but
unfortunately could not be reproduced for this issue. We were also honored by the
presence of Professor Harada Masazumi who spoke about the history of the Mina-
mata Disease. Dr. Harada is Professor of Medical Sciences at Kumamoto Gakuen
University and one of the first scholars to draw attention to the Minamata Disease. He
is active in many NGOs working on behalf of a clean and healthy environment.

With this issue we wish to recognize and honor the work of Professor Minoru Kasai
who retired from ICU at the end of March, 2000, after an impressive 34 years of
service to ICU. Professor Kasai is a specialist on Indian intellectual history and espe-
cially the thought of Gandhi. In his courses on India past and present, he sought to
pass on a message to students concerning a sense of responsibility toward the future.
He introduced various historical figures, like Gandhi, who fought for peace by stand-
ing in opposition to forces that cause suffering and discrimination in the world. His
publications display a constant sympathy with people at the bottom of society. He was
instrumental in inviting a series of distinguished scholars to ICU, including A. K.
Saran, Raimundo Panikkar, Rajmohan Gandhi, and B. Saraswati. Professor Kasai
served as Director of the Institute of Asian Cultural Studies between 1990 and 1991.
The two symposia on grassroots movements in Asia relate directly to Professor
Kasai’s scholarship and educational endeavors and are a tribute to his many years of
service to ICU and its students.

I also wish to express my gratitude to Professor Koa Tasaka for his help in organiz-
ing the second symposium on environmental activism. Professor Tasaka is Professor
of Chemistry at ICU and a member of the Institute of Asian Cultural Studies. His
academic work deals with the problem of chemical pollution of the environment; he is
also known for his positive contributions to NGOs working to save the environment.
Finally I wish to recognize the skills of Uno Tokuda Ayako and other research as-
sistants including Miyazawa Eriko, Takasaki Megumi, and Sun Jianjun for the work
in organizing the symposia and preparing the manuscript for publication.

March 30, 2001
M. William Steele
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