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Understanding South Asia and Southeast Asia
Today — Radical Ethical Individualism
and Grassroots Movements

Kasai Minoru

Introductory Remarks

Religion and society are dead. In such a situation, it is not easy for a man to live
meaningfully and almost impossible for a man to lead an authentic way of life. This
seems to be an extremely negative view of the South Asia today in general and India
in particular, but it cannot be simply dismissed, because as an insider’s view though
exceptional it may open a way to see the reality as it is. It can not be negated even for
outside observers that social corruptions are being structural and social contradictions
are being explosive and alarming. However, there is still hope undying beyond this
depressive condition. It comes from the vision that tradition is not dead. Rama-
krishna, Aurobindo and Ramanamaharishi are the witness of this reality, outstanding
figures of Hindu spirituality in modern India. M. K. Gandhi is a universally known
figure of living tradition, light in darkness. This vision was clearly shared with the
Afro-American Christians from the beginning of 1930s which culminated in Martin
Luther King Jr. (“American Gandhi”), and even now, the Tibetan refugee community
under the leadership of the Dalai Lama takes Gandhi’s vision as their historical task.

There are many other individuals who see the importance of Gandhi’s vision as the
reality of light in darkness, such as A. K. Saran, R. N. Bellah, D. Kantowsky, W. C.
Smith, R. C. Zaehner, H. de la Costa, B. R. Nanda, N. K. Bose, B. N. Saraswati, A.
Datta, E. Erikson, T. Merton, Tich Nhat Hahn, Maha Ghosananda, Ham Sok Hon, A.
Naess, L. del Vasto. In spite of their diverse positions, there seems to be common in
their awareness of reality of darkness, light in darkness and Gandhi as a most moving
witness of this reality, being not only a living testimony of the meaning of India, but
also of humanity.

There are many important issues to understand South Asia and Southeast Asia to-
day, but this symposium tries to focus on the search for the meaning as the most
fundamental message hidden in South Asia. Phenomenologically, it is to see the
significance of radical ethical individualism and grassroots movement from darkness
to light. Intellectually, it is to examine such key concepts like swaraj (self-rule, free-
dom), ahimsa (non-violence, compassion and love), satyagraha (the way to realize
swaraj through ahimsa) born in the process and development of the movement origi-
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nated out of Gandhi’s personal position against violence of racial prejudice as his own
responsibility. As an image, the figure of Maha Ghosananda called Cambodian Gan-
dhi in Cambodia devastated by insanity of fanaticism will be helpful. Maha Ghosan-
anda himself lost his family members being murdered and was a refugee in a refugee
camp. His simple way of being and Buddhist style of life as a bhiku of utter silence
and prayers became the source of courage to be, rebirth and reconciliation for the
uprooted people overwhelmed by despair beyond limit of endurance in the refugee
camp and the villages. It is a process of becoming aware of faith of loss and dignity
from within in the midst of ruin personally and individually. Indeed, the theme of the
symposium is limited. But it may illuminate our understanding of the issues of social
change and individual as our common concern in our historical moment of predica-
ment.

The above statement of the intention of the Symposium is conveyed by the Dalai
Lama’s speech at the occasion of receiving the Nobel Prize for Peace (1989 Decem-
ber 10) as the cries and the prayers of the suffering people;

I am very happy to be here with you today to receive the Nobel Prize for peace. I feel honoured,
humbled, and deeply moved that you should give this important prize to a simple monk from Tibet.
I am no one special. But I believe the prize is a recognition of the true value of altruism, love,
compassion, and nonviolence which I try to practise, in accordance with the teachings of the Bud-
dha and the sages of India and Tibet. I accept the prize with profound gratitude on behalf of all of the
oppressed everywhere and for all those who struggle for freedom and work for world peace. I accept
it as a tribute to the man who founded the modern tradition of nonviolent action for change —
Mahatma Gandhi — whose life taught and inspired me. And, of course, I accept it on behalf of the
six million Tibetan people, my brave countrymnen and women inside Tibet, who have suffered and
continue to suffer so much. They confront a calculated and systematic strategy aimed at the destruc-
tion of their national and cultural identities. The prize reaffirms our conviction that with truth, cour-
age, and determination as our weapons, Tibet will be liberated.

Postscript

As one of those who had been deeply involved in the Symposium from the very
outset, | feel the weigh of my responsibility to summarize the essence of what had
been presented there. Still, once one stops and ponders on the depth of the problems
presented, it becomes next to impossible to do so, and I must ask those who are con-
cerned to please let me take more time to fulfill that responsibility.

On the day of symposium, the conference room was packed and it was difficult to
find an empty chair. The speakers were of various nationalities with diverse back-
grounds. The presentations were not only of information level, but were voices spo-
ken from depth. When Prof. B.N. Saraswati, the keynote speaker from India, referred
to the assasination of M.K.Gandhi, he could not speak for some moments. This
should give some ideas as to the atmosphere of the symposium.

I would like to end this short remark as the postscript with sincere gratitude to the
organizers, the speakers, the participants and all those who worked hard in prepara-
tion of the symposium, as I listen hard with my utmost attention to the silent voices
from the darkness hidden behind the presentations.
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