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INTRODUCTION

When much of Southeast Asia sank into the
economic mire following the devaluation of
Thailand’s baht in mid-1997, an episode in
intellectual controversy seemed to have ended.
Growing out of the boom of the 1990s, this
episode was marked by two discussions. The
first was the state versus market debate, where
East and Southeast Asia had been promoted
as examples of successful state-led
development. Related to this, the second
discussion involved the anti-liberal “Asian
values” refrain of then triumphalist Southeast
Asian leaders like Malaysia’s Mahathir
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Mohamad and Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew. If
nothing else, the Asian crisis was seen by
many commentators as evidence for the failure
of Asian values and Asian capitalism
(Financial Times, 13 February 1999; The
Economist, 4 December 1999).

This evidence was especially welcome for
economists and bureaucrats at the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank. Their
diagnosis of the reasons for economic failure
amounted to a critique of an “Asian” way of
doing business and linking business and
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government. There was something of a
consensus amongst economists that the Asian
crisis was caused by exchange-rate
misalignments, weak financial institutions,
export declines and “moral hazard” (see
Noland, 1998). World Bank and IMF analyses
centred on two explanations of the crisis: first,
so-called weak policy environments, and
second, macroeconomic imbalances. These
weaknesses apparently revealed that there were
further “hidden” problems in domestic political
economies – identified as governance issues.
The crisis was, in the words of Paul Krugman
(1998), “punishment for Asian sins, even if the
punishment was disproportionate to the crime”.
The sins were corruption, lack of transparency,
collusion and cronyism. Such sins were
identified by many as resulting from the
application of Asian values to governance.

The reaction in Southeast Asia was
different. Some agreed with the IMF and
international commentators but, as misguided
IMF policies pushed crisis economies into
deep recession, there was a backlash. The IMF
and World Bank were challenged, as in
Malaysia, where Mahathir enforced capital
controls. Whereas many in Southeast Asia had
welcomed globalisation during the boom, it
was now identified as a plot to (re)establish
Western domination over the economies of
Southeast and East Asia (Chossudovsky,
1998). Mahathir (1999) identified globalisation
as a conspiracy of Western capitalists,
international financial and regulatory
institutions, Western governments and
international non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) to:

cause developing countries to become
mere production centres for the globe-
girdling agents of the richer, ethnically
European nations. The current
interpretation of globalisation is
devised entirely in the West… to serve
their own good.

The Malaysian Prime Minister was among the
most vociferous in the vanguard of the attack

on globalisation and liberalisation.
Interestingly, some of his most bitter
opponents, including a number of domestic
and international  NGOs, have grudgingly
agreed with him on aspects of his complaints
on globalisation.

This paper will examine some examples of
the response to globalisation precipitated by
the Asian crisis. The range of reaction –
academic, political and popular – has exhibited
a high degree of variability. Despite this, some
themes have emerged, and these will be
outlined below. Following this, the paper will
turn to an assessment of these themes.

REACTING TO THE ECONOMIC
CRISIS

Until the crisis erupted, Malaysia, Indonesia
and Thailand had experienced a decade of
remarkable economic growth. All had achieved
reductions in absolute poverty and increases
in per capita GDP, and their exports had
mushroomed. Rapid growth was an indicator
of the industrial transformation of these
societies, albeit at different rates. These
countries were attractive to investors,
especially to those from East Asia keen to
relocate to cheaper production sites. The
booms in these countries saw business
confidence brim and employment opportunities
grow, with business empires seemingly created
overnight.

But the boom did not last. The bust was
spectacular, and the recession deep. As the
details of the crisis have been discussed
elsewhere (see Robison et al., 2000), there is
no need to elaborate these here. In any case, it
is the response to the impact of the crisis that
is the concern of this paper. It is important to
note that the crisis has had a major impact on
ordinary people. Many of the income and other
gains of the economic boom have been rolled
back, most significantly in Indonesia.
Unemployment and under-employment
increased substantially for the poor and the
newly expanded middle classes. In Thailand
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and Indonesia there has also been a substantial
restructuring of the business class, with large
parts of their domestic capitalist classes
struggling to retain control of their businesses.
At the same time, foreign capital has made
significant gains.

The initial IMF-organised response to the
crisis was focused on economic and fiscal
targeting. For a variety of reasons, Malaysia
was quick to reject this approach (see
Beeson, 2000), while Thailand and Indonesia
had little choice but to accept the IMF’s bitter
economic medicine. But, in all three countries,
the IMF approach has been a challenge to
nationalists.

Nationalism had seemed a waning force
during the boom. To be sure, it remained an
element in the ideological structure of
Southeast Asia, but compared with the
immediate post-colonial period, nationalism
seemed of declining significance. After all,
these were modernising and increasingly
cosmopolitan societies. During the boom,
some argued that globalisation and its
attendant liberalisation would be a panacea
for many political and economic problems (on
Thailand, see Chai-Anan, 1997). The crisis
meant that this view became problematic and
marginal.

In response to the Asian crisis, there has
been protracted debate about international
economic policy. According to Higgott and
Phillips (1999:5), the critical analysis of the
international financial institutions that
emerged amounted to the “first serious
challenges to the hegemony of neoliberalism
as the dominant form of economic
organisation since the end of the Cold War”.
Much of this discussion has been reformist,
and it is unlikely that any new international
financial architecture will challenge the
ideological sway of “oligopolistic
neoliberalism” (Gill, 1995:405).

More fundamental objections to neoliberal
globalisation are identified as being associated

with NGOs and social movements (see Devetak
& Higgott, 1999:485). These emphasise justice
in the international system and within
individual nation-states. This quest for justice,
albeit poorly conceptualised, has been at the
centre of global debate and activism, especially
since the failed World Trade Organisation
(WTO) meeting in Seattle in late 1999. It has
been reinforced in similar anti-globalisation
demonstrations in Melbourne and Prague, and
in the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre in
Brazil in January 2001.

This paper cannot describe the full breadth
of these oppositions in Southeast Asia.
Instead, it will examine three elements of
resistance. These are (i) localism in Thailand;
(ii) the Penang-based Third World Network
(TWN); and (iii) the Bangkok-based Focus
on the Global South (Focus). TWN and Focus
are selected for two reasons. First, their
senior staff, Martin Khor and Walden Bello,
are leading spokesmen on anti-globalisation
and other NGO and social movement issues.
It is clear from their documentation that TWN
and Focus gain strength and international
profile from the experience and intellectual
capacity of Khor and Bello. Second, both
organisations act to represent these issues
internationally. The localist position in
Thailand is discussed as a more generalised
and diverse popular opposition to neoliberal
globalisation.

LOCALISM IN THAILAND

The nationalist response to the crisis in
Thailand first emerged as a desire to “save”
the country and its businesses from foreign
control. However, it was amongst intellectuals,
NGOs and social movements that an alternative
discourse on “localism” was developed and
sustained. The term is used here to refer to a
broad disparate group, whose members were
initially drawn together by their mutual
opposition to the IMF, liberalisation and
globalisation. Localism’s intellectual
coherence, forged in the early days of the crisis,
declined as wide-ranging debates became more
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complicated and as the economic and political
situation changed (for a more detailed
discussion of localism, see Hewison, 2000;
and Pasuk & Baker, 2000).

While reacting against the triumphalism
of the boom, this alternative discourse was
a localist response to development that had
been driven by industrialisation, apparently
at great cost to rural people, the natural
resource base and agriculture. Localists drew
attention to perceived weaknesses in the
country’s social and political make-up
emanating from the nature of i ts
development. Pasuk (1999:10) argues that
“globalists” are the heirs of a “state-centred
dominant culture of the last century” and
its “accumulated biases” – ethnic, male, city
and modern. Localism challenges this
culture by asserting the significance of the
rural community and its values as an
opposition to economic growth,
urbanisation and industrialism.

Localism builds on earlier debates
regarding NGO development strategy, much
of it related to a cultural perspective on
village development of the 1980s (see Rigg,
1991; Hewison, 1993). The new localist
debate is, however, far more diverse than
the earlier perspective. Localism gained
particular poignancy from the impact of the
crisis, and impetus from the Thai King’s 1997
birthday speech, where he suggested a
return to a self-sufficient economy
(Bhumibol, 1998).

Many of the advocates of localism have
called for rural self-sufficiency in basic
needs – food, health care, housing and
clothing. Such self-sufficiency would mean
production for family and community
consumption. This would release farmers
from reliance on the market. Hence, the
damage caused by market vagaries could be
reduced. The notion of self-sufficiency can
be applied to the individual, the family or
the nation. The suggestion has been that a
self-sufficient nation does not need the

outside world,  and can choose its
international links rather than being forced
to accept the strictures imposed by
international markets and free trade.

Self-sufficiency is seen to build
communities that are self-reliant. Self-reliance
is the ability of a community to take control of
its destiny by making informed decisions about
the future. This approach can include an anti-
development position, suggesting a return to
subsistence (see Chatthip, 1991:124), but is more
often related to sustainable development. Some
localists have also defined self-reliance in
Buddhist terms. For example, Prawase Wasi
(Bangkok Post, 31 December, 1988; cf. Pasuk
& Baker, 2000:209) suggests that the greed
inherent in modern development has led to
chaos, and that solutions need to be grounded
in Buddhist teaching. It is often taken for
granted that Buddhism and agriculture are the
bedrock of Thai culture and values (see
Kitahara, 1996:92-93).

Localists usually argue that liberalisation
and the market have failed, as evidenced by the
economic crisis (Sangsit, 1998a:33). The market,
consumerism, materialism, urbanism and
industrialism are conceptualised as
interconnected outcomes of rampant capitalist
development that is injurious to rural
communities. It is assumed that the past was
abundant. Cash cropping, land clearing and the
use of western concepts in farming are seen as
responsible for all of the ills of the countryside,
especially indebtedness. Debt is identified as
deriving from the rural population’s false and
created consumerism (Set Sayam, 1997:52). The
antidote for such consumerism is the self-reliant
economy. Once established, its proponents
argue, peace and happiness will emerge in rural
communities, and the problems of “migrant
labour,… crime, narcotics and gambling… [will]
become less severe” (Sangsit, 1998a:45).

Localists normally emphasise values derived
from the rural community, its culture and religion,
and the need to reinvigorate, rediscover or
create such values. These are an opposition to
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urban life. Rural society is seen to have been
“full of generosity, compassion, and mutual
assistance, which are all disappearing”,
especially in the urban situation (Rewadee,
1996:22). “Community” is a term imbued with
particular values: solidarity, equality, ruralism,
popular wisdom, environmental concern and
the like. It is money, trade, the market and
commerce that have brought deterioration in
these values, and there is a call for their
rediscovery. For many localists the
community is not simply a source of
empowerment for villagers. Rather,
community is an ethical and normative
construction. In this perspective, self-
sufficiency can denote a “moral economy”
(Sangsit, 1998a:42). The community and its
values become a means of resistance to
industrialisation and globalisation, and for
reasserting “appropriate” values as the
rootstock for a new, self-reliant and self-
sufficient society (see Pasuk, 1999:6; Pasuk
& Baker, 2000:203-11).

Localists have often identified industry as
a “curse” that has “disintegrated
communities, broken family ties, and
destroyed the very root of the rural society”
(see Bangkok Post, 24 May 1998). Much is
made of the fact that capitalists and powerful
political elites have squeezed the village
economy. Farmers must work hard just to
survive, and labour has been pushed into the
city, to the detriment of the village (Chatthip,
1991:131; Chang Noi, 1997:44). Further,
industry is seen to have provided few benefits
for the agricultural sector as industrialists and
urban classes have grown wealthy while the
peasantry has been left in poverty (Sangsit,
1998b:52). Indeed, as the crisis indicated,
finance and big business were shown to be
brittle. For some localists, economic salvation
was to be found in agriculture and small
community businesses (see Pasuk & Baker,
2000:197-206).

As might be expected from a discourse that
came to prominence during the economic
recession, localism includes a vocal

nationalism. Drawing strength and much
support from middle-class public opposition
to the liberalising reforms demanded by the
IMF and World Bank, localism became a
significant political discourse.1 The pressure
from the IMF and World Bank is portrayed as
another stage in a long history of domination
by the West. Thais are seen to have been
misled and made slaves of financially strong
countries. This slavery includes the desire
to consume the culture of the West as well as
its products (Thai Development Newsletter,
34, 1997:49). Director of the Project for
Ecological Recovery, Srisuwan Kuankachorn
(1998), argues that the model of rapid, large-
scale development dependent on foreign
capital is wrong. It was foisted on Thailand
by the US, which brainwashed the elite and
technocrats to implement an American
development model. This approach
encouraged resource destruction and
brought no benefits to the majority.

Thus, for many localists, it has been
important to establish the cultural values that
are representative of the rural, small
community and place them in opposition to
those values identified as deriving from
industrial and globalised society. Often this
has been expressed as a desire for community
rather than individualism (see Pasuk, 1999:6).
Thus the IMF and World Bank are seen to be
propagating a model of development that
threatens the values that define Thai society,
thus endangering “Thailand as a culture”
(Pasuk & Baker, 2000:209, discussing
Prawase’s position).

1Pasuk (1999:7) notes that localism commands a
significant “urban middle-class sympathy”. She does
not, however, consider the significance of this
support, nor its historical context. In many ways,
the outspoken middle-class anti-globalisation
rhetoric, some of it anti-foreign, is a response to the
economic downturn from a class that is relatively
new, insecure and demonstrably vulnerable to
economic swings. It is a response of a class that has
spent the most time in a nationalist and narrow
education system. This class is predominantly Sino-
Thai, and was brought up in an atmosphere where
demonstrating “Thainess” was important.
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THE THIRD WORLD NETWORK

TWN was established in Malaysia in 1984 and
is based in Penang. TWN’s website states that
it has offices in a number of countries and
affiliated organisations in India, the Philippines,
Thailand, Brazil, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Peru,
Ethiopia, Uruguay, Mexico, Ghana, South Africa
and Senegal, and “cooperates with several
organisations in the North”.2 TWN’s
networking involves linking groups and
individuals to promote the needs of Third World
peoples, and justice and equity issues,
including fair distribution of the world’s
resources, and development which is
ecologically sustainable and meets human
needs. Its Executive Director is Martin Khor,
who has a long history of activism and in 2000
was named “Best Asian Activist” by Asiaweek
(Bangkok Post, 27 August 2000). TWN was
recognised with the 1996 Award for South-South
Co-operation from the G7 nations.

TWN’s website states that it is an
“independent non-profit international network
of organisations and individuals involved in
issues relating to development, the Third
World and North-South issues”. It conducts
research, publishes, and organises
conferences and meetings on economic, social
and environmental issues as they relate to “the
South”. More significantly, TWN claims to
provide “a platform representing broadly
Southern interests and perspectives at
international fora such as… UN conferences
and processes”. TWN is also included in the
consultative World Bank-NGO Committee, and
collaborates with the South Centre in Geneva.

In reacting to the crisis, TWN has had a
high profile. This has involved activism as well
as media and research work. Its website has
numerous articles that present alternative
perspectives on globalisation, trade and
development, and a range of other South

issues. While it is true that TWN has provided
a platform for a range of views, there is a TWN
“approach” in the analysis of the Asian crisis
and the solutions proposed. In the analysis
that follows, I have relied heavily on Khor’s
(2000) Globalisation and the South for it sets
out most clearly the basic tenets of this
approach as reflected in numerous TWN
documents.

 In basic terms, this analysis divides the
world into the North (rich, industrialised) and
South (poor, underdeveloped). The North, with
the exception of ideologically-sound NGOs and
related groups and individuals, is rapacious,
and exploits the South and keeps it weak and
poor. Corporate capitalism and economic
globalisation drive this rapaciousness.
Transnational corporations and global financial
firms are creating a world that is increasingly
concentrated and where monopolisation means
that Northern firms effectively control the
greatest share of the world’s resources, while
marginalisation and deterioration is the result
for the South. The result is an increased
polarisation between North and South (Khor,
2000). In trade, Khor (2000:10) identifies a
colonial pattern.

This process is not new. In fact, Khor (2000:3)
argues that it has occurred over 500 years, but
the “most important and unique feature” of the
contemporary era is that globalisation involves
corporations and international bodies in what
were previously national decisions and policies
in the social, cultural, economic and
technological spheres. For Khor (2000:4), this
has led to an “erosion of national sovereignty
and narrowed the ability of governments and
people to make choices” in these spheres.
Liberalisation is identified as a particular threat.
Not only is the South unprepared for
liberalisation, but it lacks bargaining and
negotiating strength in the international fora
that promote it. The North has great strength
and uses it for its own benefit (Khor, 2000:9).

In responding to the crisis, Khor and TWN
publications have tended to support leaders
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like Mahathir who have opposed unfettered
liberalisation; call for a new international
financial architecture; and see a role for national
states. Citing Harvard economist Dani Rodrik, it
is argued that the “lesson of history is that
ultimately all successful countries develop their
own brands of national capitalism” (Khor,
2000:14). The crisis demonstrated the
vulnerability and weakness of the South. There
is thus a need to re-establish the role of the state.
It is argued that states should have done more
to assist local firms that were in trouble in the
early stages of the crisis, providing further credit,
rather than encouraging liberalisation (Khor,
2000:24-25). Malaysia appears to be the positive
example, although Khor also cites the United
States’ response to financial problems in the
early 1990s.

Rather than risk deindustrialisation,
“developing countries should be allowed to
continue to protect certain sectors and industries
where there is considerable local investment (or
where the State is encouraging the attempting
[sic] to build up local capacity)” (Khor, 2000:45).
This is seen to include sectors where
“inappropriate new products” replace
“appropriate local products” (Khor, 2000:47).
Time and again Khor emphasises that the role of
the state is critical for industrialisation, especially
in its early stages, to protect infant industries.

Related to this, it is suggested that states must
protect local firms with subsidies while
controlling foreign investors and being far more
cautious in accepting such investment and
financial flows (Khor, 2000:14, 17).3 With respect
to financial flows, Khor (2000:27-29) proposes a
global tax on short-term flows, a more stable

currency exchange system, capital controls and a
debt “standstill”. The Asian crisis has also
demonstrated that neoliberal policies have failed,
as in this case, liberalisation brought havoc, not
benefits (Khor, 2000:30). Liberalisation must be
much slower, and the state needs to take a role in
limiting external debt, in both the public and private
sectors. Again, Malaysia is the successful example
highlighted (Khor, 2000:32-33).

Politically, the countries of the South need to
strengthen their bargaining power and “strive for
a more democratic global system”; if they do not
do this, Northern domination will continue (Khor,
2000:49). In suggesting this, Khor appears to place
his faith in a revitalised United Nations (UN). The
reason for this is that he emphasises the more
democratic nature of the UN agencies when
compared with the WTO, World Bank and IMF.
He believes that the role of the UN has been
substantially reduced while that of the less
transparent international financial institutions has
increased (Khor, 2000:5-6). He argues that the UN
and its agencies “form an alternative set of global
institutions” (Khor, 2000:6). Significantly, Khor has
been involved in work for UN agencies such as
the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD), analysing the crisis and
its impact, and TWN-associated publications
have also provided a platform for “friendly” UN
analysis.

In summary, Khor and TWN emphasise
national sovereignty over policy-making, the role
of the state in the economy, limits on foreign
investment and global financial flows, a new
international financial architecture and a
“democratisation” of international institutions.
The latter is especially focused on revitalising the
UN’s agencies. The tone is reformist.

FOCUS ON THE GLOBAL SOUTH4

Founded in the mid-1990s and located at
Chulalongkorn University in Bangkok, the

3Interestingly, later in his paper, and following a
section on limiting direct foreign investment, Khor
(2000:35) argues that direct foreign investment has
been highly selective, and has only been a factor in a
small number of countries of the South. It is not
clear why this has not influenced his analysis more,
but it would seem that if investment is “foreign” it is
inferior to “national” investment, a point he makes
later (Khor, 2000:36-39), arguing that all countries
should be able to control such investment.

4Unless otherwise stated, the information and
quotations in this section are from the Focus website,
<http://www.focusweb.org/>, accessed April 2001.
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Focus website lists 18 staff in 2001, some of
whom are volunteers and part-time. In 1999 its
budget was about US$846,000. Its core funders
were a range of NGOs, churches and
foundations in Western Europe, the US and
Australia (Focus on the Global South, n.d.:51-
52). The director of Focus is Walden Bello,
who is concurrently a professor of Sociology
and Public Administration at the University
of the Philippines.5 The Focus approach is
made clear in the writings of Bello and through
its Focus on Trade (FOT) bulletin, which is
circulated electronically on the Focus website,
and had produced 63 issues by June 2001.6

Focus is more radical than TWN,
emphasising social justice and equity as an
opposition to the exploitation inherent in
corporate-led globalisation. Focus opposes all
aspects of “radical ‘free-market’ economic
policies” and structural adjustment lending by
the IMF and World Bank. It also rejects “state-
assisted protectionist, communist or socialist
regimes”. Neoliberal policies are identified as
having “crippled the state as an agent of
development and protector of the community”,
and induced poverty, and inequitable and
unsustainable development. Focus articulates
development models that place less emphasis
on foreign capital and advance the interests
of poor and marginalised peoples, especially
in the Asia-Pacific. It prioritises “South issues”
and promotes “equity, sustainability and
democracy at the national, regional and
international levels”.

While Focus has always been critical of
neoliberal or corporate-led globalisation, the

Asian crisis became the centre of Focus’
analysis. In opposing neoliberalism, Focus
identifies liberalisation, deregulation and
privatisation as the essential elements of the
“ideology of globalisation”. Neoliberal
globalisation, free trade and export orientation
are seen to operate in the interests of the
North, and while some countries may benefit,
these processes result in inequality and
marginalisation for the majority. The result is
that the South is “exporting away its
environmental, natural and human resources
at below cost” (Kwa, 2000). This is identified
as “bad development” (Bullard, 1998a).

In examining the causes of the crisis, Bello
(FOT, 45, 2000) places considerable blame on
the IMF (as representative of corporate
capitalism and globalisation). The IMF, he
says, promoted overly rapid liberalisation,
implemented misguided policies that made a
financial crisis a deep recession, and, along
with the US Treasury, prevented the formation
of an Asian Monetary Fund that may have
stabilised currencies in the early days of the
meltdown. For Bello (FOT, 27, 1998), it is
unregulated global financial flows, and
especially speculative, short-term investments
that were a major factor in the Asian downturn.

When the crisis struck, Bello observed that
governments should control capital flows and
reflate their economies (e.g. FOT, 27, 1998). He
suggested that capital controls in Malaysia
had made a difference, and that the use of
capital controls were not only successful, but
would be even more useful when integrated
with policies that discriminate against
speculative capital flows (FOT, 27, 1998; 45,
2000). The corollary of this is that development
should rely on local financial resources and
investment (Bello & Bullard, 2001).

Focus has taken a strong stand on the role
of the IMF, WTO and World Bank. Quite simply
it sees the IMF as working in the interests of
rich countries (Bullard, 1998a), while the WTO
is said to be feared and loathed in the South
(FOT, 41, 1999). Bello argues that they are abject

226                                                     Hewison

5Bello is a remarkable academic, a leading anti-
globalisation activist and national chairman of the
small Philippines political party Akbayan. His
activism extends from the 1970s anti-Marcos
activities to his beating by police at the 1999 anti-
WTO demonstrations in Seattle. Bello is the
recipient of numerous awards associated with
alternative causes (<http://www.focusweb.org/>).
6References to Walden Bello’s work in Focus on Trade
will be cited by the issue number. For example, the
reference (FOT, 47, 2000), refers to an article by
Bello in Focus on Trade No. 47, issued in 2000.
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failures, oligarchic, undemocratic, non-
transparent agents of the rich countries and
enemies of the South. Bullard (1998b) and Bello
(FOT, 27, 1998) have argued for the abolition
of these institutions, or at least a reduction in
their power and influence. Focus is so opposed
to these institutions that it has assisted
conservative critics and was supportive of the
findings in the Meltzer Report to the US
Congress (FOT, 48, 2000).7

Following the anti-WTO demonstrations in
Seattle, Bello argued that the IMF and WTO
were “fundamentally flawed”. The WTO, he
says, is essentially a US agency, and has been
engaged in a campaign to “reshape… [Asian]
economies along Anglo-Saxon free market lines
to facilitate their penetration by northern
transnationals” (FOT, 42, 1999). Neither the IMF
nor the WTO have redeeming features, and
should be abolished.

The attacks on the international financial
institutions are seen to represent a setback for
neoliberal ideology, and mean the end of the
“Washington Consensus” (Bullard, 1998a).
When the crisis bit, Bello and Ehito (1998), citing
Mahathir, argued that the IMF-World Bank
neoliberal reforms represented a “new
colonialism”. The evidence for this was found
in US and European investors taking
advantage of the crisis to push their own
agendas.8

Focus argues that neoliberalism has rolled
back the activist state. While it does not
advocate a return to the statist capitalist

systems seen in East Asia before the crisis,
Focus – like TWN – considers that the state
has a vital role in development. It argues that
the state must also prevent marginalisation and
inequality. Arguing for an “appropriate
balance” between state and market, Focus
suggests that state power must be balanced
by a strong and organised civil society. This
will permit “long-postponed income… and land
redistribution to create a vibrant [local] market”.
The state will monitor the private sector (Bello
& Bullard, 2001).

Focus emphasises national development. It
supports self-reliance, arguing that
communities that can produce “with
manageable costs” should do so, and trade
with communities that are not self-sufficient.
This approach opposes a reliance on foreign
investment and export-orientation. Bello (FOT,
45, 2000) urges a more “balanced deve-
lopment”, where priority is given to “equity
and environmental sustainability and with a
strategy of discriminate, selective integration
into the global economy”, and a focus on
production for local markets (Bello & Bullard,
2001).

In advocating this approach, it is claimed
that it should be integrated within an alternative
world trading system based on a
“deconcentration and decentralisation of
institutional power and the creation of a
pluralistic system of institutions and
organisations interacting with… broadly
defined and flexible agreements and
understandings”. There would be no
hegemony, and this would allow further
industrialisation in the South (FOT, 43, 2000).
In reality, however, trading blocs are likely to
develop, so Bello (FOT, 47, 2000) advocates
regionalisation as an alternative to
globalisation. He argues that East Asia should
come together as a counterweight to the North
American and Western European blocs.

Bello and Mittal (2000) argue for “managed
trade” based on bilateral treaties, in the context
of a “broader campaign for progressive global

8While criticising American and European capital for
moving in and taking advantage of devalued Asian
assets, Bello seems to overlook similar behaviour by
Japanese, Singaporean and Taiwanese capital (FOT,
47, 2000). The role of Japanese investment in
Southeast Asia is critically assessed in Nordhaug (2000).

7Bello (FOT , 58, 2001) is enthused by the Bush
administration in the US, for this “spells deep trouble”
for the IMF and World Bank. Writing with Bullard,
Bello argues that the Bush administration represents a
significant opportunity to ‘neuter’ these agencies
(Bello & Bullard, 2001).
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governance” which would involve a tighter
regulation of “corporate-led free market[s]”
restricting capital mobility. National and
regional markets would be more significant
than global markets. They also introduce
support for labour, better environmental
management and sustainable development.
This would be supported by new and
responsive local, national and regional
institutions that would replace the IMF and
World Bank (FOT, 48, 2000).

The emphasis on strengthening the nation
and state is seen in the praise for Malaysia,
China (which receives a huge proportion of
developing country foreign investment) and
Vietnam (which also suffered considerably
during the crisis). Bello (FOT, 27, 1998) argues
that China was the only country to show
regional leadership and behave “responsibly”
during the crisis. Bello and Mittal (2000) also
point out that China and Vietnam place
national interest ahead of foreign investment,
meaning that both were “prepared to impose
a thousand and one restrictions to make sure
that foreign capital indeed contributes to
development, from creating jobs to actually
transferring technology”. These govern-
ments have been able to institutionalise “no-
nonsense states” that demand the “respect”
of foreign investors.

But supporting statist and nationalist
approaches to development has inherent
political dangers. Thus Focus argues that
civil society is important in empowering
people and as an “independent actor critically
engaged with the private sector and
government”. It is envisaged that civil society
will act to democratise state and market.

Like TWN, Focus sees democracy as
central to alternative economic arrangements.
Decentralisation and localisation in the
political sphere are therefore considered
significant goals. Relatedly, and again like
TWN, Bello (FOT, 46, 2000) argues that some
UN agencies,  like UNCTAD, have a legiti-
macy that neither the IMF nor World Bank

have, and have been “better” for the South
(FOT, 41, 1999). The UN agencies have been
downgraded by the international financial
insti tutions supported by the US
government (FOT, 44, 2000). Structural
adjustment has been the weapon in
enforcing liberalisation and opposing state-
led development patterns.

Bello and Bullard (2001) argue that
bringing these oppositions and alternatives
together would result in “deglobalisation”.
This would not involve de-linking from the
global economy, but would require a
deliberate subordination of market logic in
favour of “security, equity, and social
solidarity”.

As an activist organisation, Focus sees
itself as playing an important role in the fight
against neoliberal globalisation and cultural
homogenization, in which Southern cultural
movements resisting cultural homo-
genization are also seen as potential allies
of “progressive secular movements”. The
organisation views the Seattle anti-WTO
demonstrations and similar events as causes
for celebration. Bello participated in the
Porto Alegre World Social Forum, and
contrasts this event with the Davos World
Economic Forum in “us” and “them” terms:
“we are discussing how to save the planet”,
while in Davos the discussion is about “how
to maintain… hegemony”; Bello (FOT, 59,
2001) effuses that “the rest of us will
definitely be much better off without them”
(see Bullard, 2001, however, for a more
critical analysis of the Porto Alegre Forum).

ASSESSING REACTIONS TO
THE CRISIS

This section will examine the reactions to the
Asian crisis by localists, TWN and Focus.
The discussion will focus on nationalism and
populism; dependency; industrialisation and
the state; and liberalisation, international
institutions and local society.
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Nationalism and populism

The broad localist approach in Thailand is
notable for its attachment to nationalism and
populism. Its focus on the local is a reaction
and opposition to globalisation. This is in a
context where the “nation” is to be saved
from the vagaries of international markets and
the predations of foreign investors.
International links are to be subordinated, to
be undertaken only when a locality or nation
is strong. The emphasis of the localists is on
self-reliance and self-sufficiency.

As explained in another paper (Hewison,
2000), the nationalism of the localists is
usually politically conservative, while the
localist vision is often a romantic construction
of an imagined past. Thailand’s localism is a
populist reaction to neoliberal globalisation
and the vagaries of capitalist development.
But, as demonstrated by Kitching (1982),
populist approaches to development have
never been suggestive of any dynamic
alternative vision of social or economic
organisation. This is primarily because of
their idealisation of agricultural communities
and a failure to acknowledge the productive
limits of agriculture. In the Thai case, the
combination of nationalism and backward-
looking notions of self-reliance results in
conservative political strategies. Thailand’s
nationalism has usually been identified with
the authoritarianism of monarchs and the
military, and it is remarkable that some
localists have developed a discourse that
includes elements often associated with right-
wing nationalism. Of course, some localists
abhor the anti-foreign racist and proto-fascist
elements of some of their counterparts.
However, these ideas have often been the
outcomes of populist politics.

The “nationalism” of TWN and Focus is
essentially economic. They are supportive of
nationalists like Mahathir, and propose a return
to policies that are nationally based. However,
they retain an international orientation that
stresses the exploitation identified as inherent

in North-South relations. This is emphasised
in the depiction of this relationship as a new
colonialism, where the West is (again)
dominant. Localists agree with this, but are
usually more focused on cultural domination,
meaning that their orientation is local and
populist rather than international.

Even so, TWN and Focus have identified
with populist positions, especially in calls for
greater democracy in decision-making in
international political and economic
arrangements, and especially in international
financial institutions. As Canovan (1999:2)
explains, populists tend to identify
themselves “as true democrats, voicing
popular grievances and opinions
systematically ignored by governments,
mainstream parties and the media”, and claim
to speak for ordinary and marginalised people
who they claim are silenced by “arrogant
elites, corrupt politicians and strident
minorities” (Canovan, 1999:5; for more
detailed discussion on populism see
Canovan, 1981; Kitching, 1982; Pollack, 1990).
Populists do not often draw distinctions
between moral, political and economic
argument (see Pollack, 1990:xii). While some,
like James (1999:13), argue that the market
economy is anti-elitist, this is clearly not a
view shared by populists who see the modern
capitalist system as entrenching privilege and
power.

TWN and Focus take such positions. It is
difficult to be critical of those who call for
enhanced democracy and participation. In
fact, however, the kind of democracy required
by TWN and Focus is not at all clear. The
rhetoric they use appears to favour broad
notions of “participation” along lines
proposed by many NGOs in their
development activities, and a reduction of the
power of developed countries in international
financial agencies. Participation is not an
uncontested concept (see Cleaver, 1999), and
it is not apparent that either organisation has
delineated the content of their calls for
enhanced participation. With respect to
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international financial institutions, the
approach of Focus is most distinct. It sees
them as dominated by the big funders and
dominated by neoliberal ideology. Both
Focus and TWN propose an approach that
more closely matches the UN model, where
developing countries have an enhanced
voice. While there are problems of linking
votes and voice to funding, the UN system
based on the votes and voice of the
governments of nation-states is not
unproblematic. Such calls by TWN and
Focus bear the hallmarks of populism rather
than a clear conception of democratic
practice.

Dependency
For anyone familiar with the dependency
theory of the 1970s and 1980s, it is clear that
localists, TWN and Focus engage in an
analysis that owes much to the language and
concepts of this approach. Their analysis
argues that there is a fundamental divide
between the North and the South. The
dynamic that creates and maintains this divide
is the exploitation of poor countries by rich
countries. This means that the emphasis of
their proposals for an alternative world is on
breaking the links that maintain exploitation.
Most importantly, this involves the control
of big finance capital, transnational
corporations and international financial
institutions. This is an attractive approach.
In explaining exploitation it argues that this
results from the pernicious impact of the
factors that neoliberals usually consider
critical for growth – foreign investment,
international loans and international trade
regimes. For some, the crisis has confirmed
the accuracy of these observations (see
Surin, 1998). This was further reinforced by
the conspiracy of Western countries and
agencies at work in the “recovery” phase,
seen as entrenching neoliberalism in Asian
economies.

While localists are not much interested in
theory, this is not the case for Khor and Bello.
They, however, tend to ignore the many

criticisms levelled at dependency theory,
while reproducing its approach in their own
analysis. Critics have noted the tendency to
discuss development in terms of dichotomies,
ignore class developments, and
misunderstand the nature of capitalist
development (see Larrain, 1989). For example,
Marxists observed that the problem for
developing countries is not exploitation, but
the fact that capitalism does not exploit these
countries enough. The view that it is possible
for capitalism to be progressive and
empowering, even while exploitative, is
ignored. Kiely (1998:19) cites Arghiri
Emmanual, who argues that “if capitalism is
hell, there exists a still more frightful hell: that
of less developed capitalism”. Such an
approach to capitalism does not seem to be
considered in either TWN or Focus
discussions.

Industrialisation and the state
Localists reject industrialisation as a
development strategy, seeing industry as a
cause of exploitation and of the degradation
of the environment. They view smallholder
agriculture as sustainable, self-reliant and
self-sufficient. As Rist (1997:125, 135)
observes, this approach is not new as it
simply suggests an alternative based in the
small-scale, subsistence-like agriculture
common to pre-industrial societies. In fact,
many localists propose a backward-looking
“alternative” that avoids exploitation by
limiting trade and the role of the market.
Localists tend to idealise community and
village, ignoring local and regional
exploitation. In rejecting industrialisation,
localists also repudiate the state as an agent
of development. They see it as either a
hindrance or irrelevant to the kind of self-
reliant and self-sufficient development they
prefer.

In contrast, Focus and TWN, while agreeing
on the desirability of sustainable development,
do not reject industrialisation. They accept
industry that is established for national benefit.
TWN and Focus also argue that the state is a
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critical player in establishing national
development. The state is necessary to
maintain controls on foreign investment and
capital flows, and to support local industry and
national capitalism. The activist state becomes
an agent of national development. In taking
this position, analysts with TWN and Focus
link to a long debate amongst development
theorists. As will be suggested below, the core
of their approach is to be found in structuralism
and related dependency approaches, although
there are other elements in an approach that
has a long heritage from List to Gandhi to
Keynes (see Kitching, 1982; Rist, 1997). For
example, both organisations could identify with
Keynes’ 1931 argument on national self-
sufficiency, where he urged: “Let goods be
homespun whenever it is reasonably and
conveniently possible; and, above all, let
finance be primarily national” (cited in James,
1999:13).

Radice (2000:5) has identified approaches
to the state and industrialisation like that
adopted by Khor, Bello and their
organisations as “progressive nationalism”.
Radice observes that this approach not only
challenges neoliberal globalisation, but also
rejects the possibility of a “progressive
internationalism”. He is especially critical of
the manner in which progressive nationalists
ignore or downplay the role and potential of
labour as an opposition to neoliberalism, a
position that generally holds for both TWN
and Focus.  (Since Seattle, however, Focus
has given some – although unsustained –
attention to labour; see Bello & Bullard, 2001).

Radice (2000:9) suggests that progressive
nationalism fails to grasp the processes of
capitalism that articulate the national and the
global, and the role of labour. He also argues
that there is a false dichotomy established
between state and market. According to
Radice (2000:16), this distinction is held in
common with the ideology progressive
nationalism seeks to criticise. Radice (2000:10)
argues that globalisation is not about market
versus state, but about capitalism. The state

is not being undermined by globalisation, but
is being “restructured around a specifically
capitalist project of ‘development’, in which
private profits are promoted at the expense
of poor people and poor countries”; hence,
Radice (2000:11) points out, there is nothing
national or international in economic
institutions or practices. While “locals” do
have certain locational advantages,
capitalism has broken the dependence of
power and wealth on territorial domain. The
state mediates between unbound capitalism
and the location to be “conquered” by
capitalism, and especially between
“constructed” nation-states and the world
economy. States only exist by reference to
an inter-state system. Both national
governments and the inter-state system are
dominated by the requirements of
transnational business. The nation-state is
one level in a complex of governance
structures from the local to the global (Radice,
2000:12).

Because capitalist industrialisation is
fundamentally a social process, arguments
about “national capitalism” tend to downplay
the exploitation inherent in capitalism. It is
an exploitation that operates at various levels
in the system of production, and it is unclear
how the exploitation by “national capitalists”
can be distinguished as somehow “better”
than that by “international capitalists”.
Where the argument focuses on avoiding
industrialisation is, in Kiely’s (1998:171) terms,
a “romantic fallacy” that suggests an
alternative in shared poverty.

Liberalisation, international
institutions and local society
Localists, TWN and Focus all agree that
liberalisation has failed. Whether conceived
as corporate-driven investment, the free flow
of trade and capital, neoliberal ideology as
policy, or the impact of international financial
institutions, the assessment is negative. TWN
takes a line close to that of Mahathir, arguing
that the unfettered nature of liberalisation is
the problem, and suggests that liberalisation
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should take place at a pace determined by each
nation.

For many localists, the IMF and World Bank
are to blame for Thailand’s economic travails.
For them, the solution is for Thailand to
develop its own policies and ignore the advice
of organisations like the IMF and the World
Bank. The approach of TWN and Focus is
more sophisticated. They both argue for a new
international financial architecture that is more
“progressive” or under democratic control.
Both organisations place considerable
emphasis on UN agencies as being better for
the South than the international financial
agencies. Focus goes further in calling for a
more radical reform or the abolition of the IMF,
World Bank and WTO. It argues that these
should be replaced by more democratic,
regional, national and local organisations.

There is no doubt that these institutions
urge the implementation of policies that mirror
the experience of those countries where the
market has ruled, and particularly the US. These
policies have seldom produced the benefits
neoliberal ideologues suggest. However, TWN
and Focus, in adhering to the North-South
dichotomy, appear to downplay the class
element of these institutions. They tend to
analyse these institutions and their policies
as if they are a part of a conspiracy. In fact,
there are many in the “North” who oppose
these institutions and their policies. Equally,
there have been many in the “South” who have
supported them. It would be more relevant to
analyse the class interests involved in
neoliberal policy.

In examining alternative discussions, it
often seems that what is at issue in the attack
on these institutions is “national” versus
“international” agencies, policies and
capital. Reflecting on globalisation and the
seeming triumph of neoliberalism, Saul
(2001:3, 15) notes that alternatives often
“consist of disciplining globalisation only
just enough to advance the competitive
interests of national capital”. The result is

an advocacy for a “dirigiste neo-
Keynesianism”.

In arguing for increased democratisation in
decision-making, Focus and TWN usually
suggest a need for decentralisation and
notions of representation implicit in terms like
civil society. For example, Bello (FOT, 48, 2000)
argues that the kinds of democratisation
promoted by the US are less than
representative, favour elites and provide a
kind of ideological cement for inequitable
economic systems. The alternative, while often
couched in terms that promise participation
and equity, tend to underplay conflict.

Localists in Thailand have addressed such
issues, but there is often a naive assumption
that the local is about peace, togetherness and
community. But communities are divided.
NGOs and social movements tend to idealise
civil society. Civil society reflects the class
condition of society at large, as well as local
arrangements of power and wealth that are
inequitable. NGOs and development agencies
perpetuate the notion that “the community”
is capable of much, ignoring or minimising
resource and structural constraints (see
Cleaver, 1999:603-05). There is clearly a need
to disaggregate this category and to be more
critical of the functioning of “communities”. It
is also possible that civil society is
“functional” for existing capitalist relations of
exploitation (see Townsend, 1999). This is seen
in the ideological position taken by some
international agencies. They argue for more
emphasis on civil society in order that the
development role of the state can be reduced.
Civil society is thus a contested concept and
not simply a counterweight to neoliberalism
as often portrayed by Focus and Thai localists.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Thailand’s localists and the publications of
TWN and Focus offer critiques of and local
reactions to neoliberal globalisation. In so
doing, they also suggest alternatives. The
Asian crisis indicated that there is a need for
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the orthodoxy of neoliberal globalisation and
capitalist triumphalism to be challenged. The
approaches discussed in this paper, while each
of a different order and significance, have made
serious attempts to do just this. While there
are obvious and important differences in the
approach taken by each, there are also
significant commonalities, and this paper has
attempted to delineate these. Their critiques
range from the conservative populism of the
localists, to the reformism of  TWN and the
more radical “deglobalisation” approach of
Focus on the Global South.

As well as describing their approaches, this
paper has also questioned their adequacy.
Providing this critique does not amount to
tacit agreement with the neoliberal position,
however. The dominant neoliberal
development perspective neglects issues of
social justice, equity and the negative
outcomes associated with capitalist
exploitation. Rather, this critique is offered
as a way of widening debate amongst those
who oppose neoliberal globalisation,
suggesting that progressive nationalism may
involve theoretical and ideological negatives
that require attention if a robust political and
economic alternative is to be developed.

None of these approaches has been able to
free themselves of the influence of the
somewhat simplistic models associated with
the dependency perspective. Each of them
tends to adopt more or less populist ideas. In
taking nationalist positions, the tendency for
the discourse to become reactionary, romantic,
anti-urban and chauvinist cannot be accepted
without debate. Such elements prevent an
alternative discourse from accurately locating
the causes of exploitation in capitalist
processes. Each of these perspectives focuses
on national and nationalist responses to
neoliberal globalisation. This paper has
questioned whether the national-global
dichotomy is the most adequate way of
conceptualising capitalist production and
exploitation. It has also rejected the localist and
reformist elements they discuss.

At the same time, however, it is important to
recognise the important contribution being
made by Bello as he reflects on the Asian crisis.
It seems that in these reflections, Bello moves
beyond the usual context of his and Focus’
approach, suggesting a more radical analysis
identifying the nature of capitalism as the
central issue (see FOT, 47, 2000; 61, 2001). He
refers to stagnation, over-production,
diminishing returns on investment and
relatively low rates of profit in the West. At the
same time, there is corresponding over-capacity
worldwide. This has seen a movement of
investment from production into finance, and
he argues that capitalism is increasingly driven
by finance. Bello concludes that the Asian
crisis was a logical outcome of the natural
dynamic of a global economy where crises are
endemic. He also notes how wages have been
reduced as capitalism restructures.

This approach offers, in Radice’s (2000)
terms, a potential for a move away from
progressive nationalism towards a progressive
internationalism. Nationalism, dependency and
populism are essentially inward-looking, but
when the focus is turned on the nature of
capitalist development as an international
system, a more progressive opposition is
possible. This opposition would focus on
exploitation as well as provide a perspective
on justice in the international system, both
between nation-states, and within them.
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