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Abstracts

The purpose of this study was to increase the understanding of the internal relations in the global peasant’s movement, la Via Campesina, and to find out what motivates the peasants to coordinate at a global level. The question we tried to answer was if their involvement in the global struggle is an expression of transnational solidarity, or more specifically: do the grassroots members feel solidarity with one another? Two field studies among peasants in Indonesia and Thailand were conducted, where we followed one local unit of the global peasant movement in each country and made interviews with the local leaders. In order to tell whether there were any transnational solidarity, we used three guiding questions as indicators on solidarity; did they express a willingness to cooperate with peasants in other countries, did they recognize shared problems and common opponents and what did they expect to get out of the cooperation? Our analysis of the results from the interviews showed, that the members in both local organisations actually did express a feeling of solidarity with one another. They all expressed a positive view on international cooperation and believed that peasants around the world have the same problems and opponents. Furthermore, they believed a transnational cooperation could improve the situation for peasants worldwide. Still, our results also showed some shortcomings of la Via Campesina, in terms of a grassroots based organisation. The level of awareness and inclusion in the movement among the peasants differed substantially, and it was obvious, that most of the lower leaders did not even know much at all about Via Campesina. Higher leaders, on the other hand, who had a greater awareness and were more included, expressed some criticism about Via Campesina, and strongly demanded a change in the movement, with increased grassroots’ inclusion and a more democratic structure in terms of representation and accountability to the members at the local level. From the results of our fieldwork we could conclude, that the peasants actually did express a feeling of solidarity with one another, but this solidarity rather reach out to peasants around in the world in general, and was not directly aimed at other Via Campesina-members. Our results implies, that there are challenges for the future cooperation inside the global peasant movement. The obvious lack of information and exclusion of many of the grassroots members, as well as the internal criticism expressed by own members implies that the further development of the cooperation could be in danger.
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I. Introduction

Processes of globalisation seem to have had a significant impact on civil society in many countries around the world. Not only have we witnessed an explosion of national social movements during the last three decades, but also an increased transnational cooperation among them seems to be a feature of this new, globalised era. At the same time, new movements for social change appear everywhere, with the purpose to address the demands of marginalised groups from all over the world. The feminist movement, the peace movement of the 80’s and Greenpeace are only some examples of transnational social movements that have caused dramatic changes in society. 

As students of political science, with special interest in Third World development and civil society activism, we got an idea to see what impact global processes could have for grassroots movements around the world. We come across Via Campesina for the first time when we read about the movement in a newly published book about the World Social Forum in Porto Allegre, written by the Swedish activist Jens Ergon, who had attended the meeting in 2001.
 In this book, he describes the meeting where activists from all over the world had come together to demand a global change in the existing world order, and he also presents interviews with participating activists from different countries, who tell interesting stories about their movements and the conditions inside their local and national societies. One of the stories is based on interviews with activists from the newly developed global peasant organisation, la Via Campesina, and describes the situation of poor peasants in the Third world. These stories, told by peasants from rural parts in Asia, has been the entry-point to our study and the origin to our interest in la Via Campesina and the peasants’ struggle for land reforms and the end to the liberalisation of agriculture.

We also started to think about what this cooperation really looked like in the reality. Do the members only gather when big international meetings are arranged or is there also a consequent exchange of contacts between the different countries? And further, what does it mean for the peasants in the rural parts of the world to become members in a global movement? How does it effect their daily life? But what we were most eager to find out, was what grassroots members from rural communities actually think about this cooperation. What motivates them to build networks outside their local organizations? Do the grassroots peasants in the movement at all know about each other? Or is the coordination rather managed by a few leaders without much involvement of the grassroots peasants. Although we believe that grassroots movements could be a strong power to bring about social changes in society, we also saw many obstacles for building transnational networks in terms of hierarchical structures. Especially when considering resent comments about power inequalities within transnational networks.
 We realised, that when moving from the national to the global civil society the chance for all members to actually meet with one another disappears, and we wanted to know what this meant in terms of the development of social bonds within a social movement. Could their common interest in the demands of Via Campesina be a sign of global solidarity?
Contests over land and la Via Campesina

As a case of transnational social movements, this thesis deals with the transnational peasant movement, la Via Campesina, and its international struggle for local management of land and water. The movement is made up by local peasant movements from more than 60 countries around the world, originating from America, Africa, Asia and Europe. 
Via Campesina was funded in relation to a World Trade Organisation Conference in the year of 1996, and has ever since got a lot of attention as an actor within the global civil society. The movement has been described as a dominating actor at the World Social Forums in Porto Allegro, Brazil, and one of the driving forces within the global movement for social justice, from Seattle to Cancun.
 Via Campesina have several coexisting goals: agrarian reform, the right to local seeds and local markets, and fighting international institutions such as the World Bank and the World Trade Organisation. The limitation of capitalism and liberalizations is one of the purposes, but the main goal of the organisation is the realisation of worldwide land reforms. One of the main objectives of Via Campesina is to unite peasants from all over the world, and strengthen their potential to influence. From the Via Campesina meeting we attended during the World Social Forum in Mumbai in January 2004, we listened to several representatives who stressed the need to include the grassroots members in to the movement. One representative from the main office in Honduras said: “We need to reach out to the peasants of the world. We can not impose our ideas on the members. We need to build the movement from below.
”

Although Via Campesina has a diverse spectra of member organisations, many of them are located in developing countries and known as “landless peasant’s movements”. Perhaps you have already heard of MST, Movemento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem-Terra, or “the Landless Workers Movement, a Brazilian movement which, since 1984 brings more than a million landless people from rural areas together in the struggle for land reforms and social change in their country. MST has got a lot of attention in several social studies and other publications, due to the movement’s exceptional dimensions of community among members and its potential to challenge social structures in the Brazilian society.
 But struggles for land reforms exist in many third world countries today, even though most land revolts have been brutally cracked down on by the authorities. In this paper, we will put focus on Southeast Asia and two of the younger land reform movements. One in Thailand, named Northern Farmers Alliance (NFA), and one in Indonesia, SPP or the Sundanese Peasant Union. Both movements are similar to the one in Brazil although different in size and age. The Southeast Asian movements are very young movements , formed in the late 90’s, their members are usually poor peasants living in the isolated rural areas, and they are both revolutionary movement in the sense that the members occupy idle lands claimed by others. Their main strategy is to make use of idle land by occupying it and use it for cultivation, which gives them a possibility to feed their families. However, the peasants are often exposed of violence, beating and imprisonment, since the occupations are considered illegal activity in all three countries. However, the occupations have some legal support in paragraphs saying that idle lands may be transferred since landowners who abandon their lands during a certain amount of time lose the legal right to land title. Most important these three local movements have started to link up with one another, by exchanging experience and information and trying to make common cause. There are also several international and national Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) working on the issue of land reforms that supports local movements and tries to bring about unity among the movements.

Background to our research

Via Campesina, unique in the sense that it unites poor peasants from more than 60 countries, is it perhaps the first actual global mass movement of our times? Their aim is to unite rural organisations from all parts of the world and to develop solidarity among the members,
 and in the media, we have seen pictures of thousands of farmers joining protest meetings and rallies, fighting unfair trade politics and global injustice. It seems like the poor peasants in the world have come together to work for social change. But what do we learn about the movement, only from watching the pictures of farmers and activists gathering in demonstrations during these international meetings? What does it say about the millions of poor farmers living in the rural countryside in remote areas with such a long distance to each other? Via Campesina aims to be a social movement built up on solidarity, but when it comes to the bottom of it all, do the small-scale farmers around the world really feel solidarity with one another? Solidarity has to be founded at the bottom of the movement, if it is to be sustainable, in each little village, on every field where peasants are living their daily lives. That is why we will take the step to the rural parts of Southeast Asia.

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to increase the understanding of the internal relations within la Via Campesina, the global peasant movement. We will put focus on the grass

roots level, trying to find out to what extent peasants from local member organisations are involved in the global struggle. The broader question this paper deals with is whether the global solidarity within Via Campesina is rooted at grass root levels. Two local peasants organisations, affiliated in la Via Campesina, will be described in terms of solidarity, and what their members think about global cooperation. Do the peasants want to globalise the struggle? Do they feel solidarity within the global movement? 

Method of research 

In order to learn about peasants’ involvement in the global movement and their attitude towards international cooperation, we had to get in contact with the movements’ grassroots members. We decided to make an intensive study based on a two-case study of local peasant organisations and interviews with a few of their members. Further, we made the choice of using semi-structured interviews, since we thought this would best bring us a good understanding of peasants’ subjective ideas and values.

Our idea to make a study abroad would never have been possible without the financial support through the Minor Field Study programme, a scholarship we were granted from SIDA, the Swedish Development Aid Agency, in 2003. This scholarship enabled us to carry out our idea to the study, and resulted in a field study conducted at community level in Thailand and Indonesia during a period of three months in late 2003. The fieldwork was undertaken at the same time in the Northern part of Thailand, and in Western Java, Indonesia, meaning that Kristina performed one part in Thailand at the same time as Lina did hers in Indonesia. The fieldwork consisted partly of interviews with leaders from the two local peasant organisations Northern Farmers Alliance (NFA), located in the north of Thailand and The New Sundanese Peasants’ Movement (SPP) in the West Java province, and partly of more informal interviews and conversations with both peasants, NGO activists and academics. The conversations with these people were very important, especially in the beginning of the field work, in order to get background information and context to the peasants’ situation and their struggle within the organisations. In our further research we also found a great value in our possibility to supplement the interviews, with participation observations of each organisation and during the three months we attended many meetings and observed the members daily activities. Our choice of using a qualitative method with a few observations, was influenced from the field of anthropology.
 Anthropologists often use intensive studies of a few cases in their research about social relations. They point at the positive aspects of using this method in order to get a good relation to the respondents and increased possibilities to get an insight in people’s life and the conditions in their society. Apart from rather conversational interviews, they also stress, that by living in the environment together with the people in focus of the research, the researcher further gets a chance to take all observations from their fieldwork into account in their presentation of the research. The fact, that participation observation has been a useful way to go about when studying local communities, influenced us to follow the peasants’ organisations closely by staying a longer time at one and the same place, rather than go around to different organisations. We tried to learn as much as possible about the peasants’ local situation and their participation in the organisations. A further influence came from the anthropological theorist Blumer, who have argued, that the only way to reach knowledge about society is to focus on reality as the individuals under investigation see it.
 This argument was as well close to our own opinion about how we could best go about to investigate grassroots solidarity, and the above theories of methodology were used as guidelines during our fieldwork. As a consequence, it is therefore the views and the ideas of the respondents that have laid the foundations for the coming analysis of grassroots solidarity in this paper. However, whereas the participation observations gave us the necessary background information to understand the context and a greater understanding of the organisations, the interviews with the peasant leaders, was still our primary source when collecting the data for our study. The interviews will therefore constitute the base for the coming analysis in this paper. 
We believe, that the possibility to follow the organisations closely for a long time and interacting with the organisation members have given us the essential context to make a fair analysis of the interview results. It was necessary to understand the local conditions and our observations gave us a good insight in the organisations’ work, in a way that had never been possible just by making interviews or surveys. Our observations and conversations with NGO activists has also been a way to crosscheck the information. For instance, since we wanted to find out about local members’ participation in the organisations, we could ask the members directly and compare this information with the NGO activists’ opinions, as well as with our own impressions from meetings etc. Further background information was found in newspapers and in articles about the movements, written by local NGOs or other researchers. These sources of information were limited, though, since they were few and seldom translated into English.

After we had finished the research in Southeast Asia, we also had the opportunity to go to Mumbai in India to attend a venue organised by Via Campesina, where peasants from Thailand and Indonesia as well as from many other countries were present. After the three months study of two of their local organisation members, this added an interesting aspect to our research and increased our ability to understand about the international cooperation inside the movement. 

Selection of the two cases

We chose to make the global peasant movement the object of our study, since it has been in the lights of much attention as one of the biggest grassroots movements that operates at the global level. Since our aim was to make a community level study, we chose to study two local peasants organisations with connections to la Via Campesina. We chose organisations from Thailand and Indonesia as crucial cases in a least likely scenario. Our idea was, that if our propositions of grassroots solidarity between peasants in different countries could be proved under least favourable conditions, it could also be valid under all different circumstances. Hence, Thailand and Indonesia were selected as least likely cases, since we assumed that peasants in poor countries in the Southeast Asian region would be less likely to involve in transnational cooperation, and less likely to be aware of transnational problems, than local organisation members from more developed regions in the world. The peasant organisations in Thailand and Indonesia are generally young compared to la Via Campesina members from Europe and South America, and traditions of social mobilisation are weak. Partly, it is a consequence of their history of military regimes and limited political rights for people to organise, and partly due to limited economic resources and insufficient infrastructure. Most of the members are poor and live very isolated in rural areas and have small means for travelling and international communication. We thought, that if we would find out that the peasants from local organisations in Thailand and Indonesia actually are positive towards the global struggle in the movement and express a feeling of solidarity with one another it would also be likely that we would have found similar results in other local organisations of Via Campesina.

By much help from scholars with experience from research on transnational activism and social movements, as well as from people working in voluntary organisations with connections to peasant movements, we could get in contact with the two local peasant organisations, SPP in Indonesia and NFA in Thailand. The selection of the two organisations, was therefore not randomly selected, but rather through a “snowball effect” from the advice and help from people we got in contact with, and we believe that the help from outside was necessary for getting in contact with the organisations at all. However, to some extent it was also a strategic selection, made on the basis of their connections to la Via Campesina and their similarities. SPP and NFA are similar movements in the sense that most of their members are landless peasants, and that both use land occupations as a strategy in their struggle for land reforms. In comparison to other local organisations, they both possessed a relatively strong position inside their societies, in Thailand, since there are no other organised land movements, and in Indonesia, since it has more members than most other local peasant movements and a broad social basis.  

Interviews

When we interviewed the respondents, we always tried to create a situation where the interviewees could feel confident, by trying to let the interviews be more of a usual conversations than interviews. Therefore, we could get a look inside the world of the peasants and interpret their own values and experiences of their situations. Although the respondents were always very curious to know about our research and about the conditions for peasants in Europe, we never shared our on views and ideas during the interviews. However, we often tried to have a little conversation with the peasants after the interviews and spend some time in their villages in order to get an insight in their daily life and to answer their questions. During the interviews, we tried to assume the role of listeners and let them speak freely.

The respondents were selected out of a most likely scenario, insofar as we only interviewed peasants in leading positions. Our idea was that these people would know more about international cooperation than the average organisation member, since we assumed that they would be more involved and interested in international cooperation than others. Furthermore,  we thought that if those, who we assumed to be more aware of international cooperation, did not express a feeling of solidarity with peasants in other countries, neither would the ordinary members, with less awareness. Although we wanted to keep the grassroots dimension in our research, we therefore decided to interview the leaders of the organisations and not the ordinary members. When we had started the field work, we could see that our assumption about the difference in awareness between village leaders and higher leaders showed to be true, but since we could also recognise a strong hierarchy among leaders we decided to make separate interviews with leaders of different importance. In each organisation, we have therefore interviewed village leaders, who possessed a strong position inside their own village, and higher leaders, often with very central positions within the organisations.
 One might question this choice of respondents in terms of grassroots focusing, but we want to stress, that the difference between village leaders and the ordinary organisation members was not that big in terms of social or economic positions, and they all lived under the same circumstances. We tried to make the selection of leaders as representative as possible inside the organisations. We went to different villages and tried to speak to both women and men. However, since we did not speak their local languages or were familiar with the local conditions, we had to rely a lot on assistance from other people just in order to get in contact with the peasants. Due to these circumstances, we interviewed village leaders, who were either chosen by our interpreters or local activists, or with whom we came in contact to when visiting villages and attending meetings. It was important to take the opportunity to make interviews whenever a chance was given, and to be prepared with our questionnaires and a notepad all the time. Since we asked high leaders of the organisations or local activists to help us get in contact with village leaders, we have reason to believe that they directed us to people who are well aware of the international contacts. A shortcoming in the selection of respondents was that we could not interview as many women as men, since there were almost no female peasant leaders. In Thailand we interviewed three women in leading positions and in Indonesia, we only met one female leader in a meeting, who we could not interview in private. Still, we made several informal interviews with ordinary female members from different villages and many of the NGO activists we spoke to were women. 

The basic data that we will present and analyse in terms of the peasants feeling of solidarity with peasants in other countries, will however be the interviews with the village leaders and higher leaders. Other interviews, such as with NGO-activists, students, and people from the academy will rather be used as background information, in addition to our overall own experience and impressions from the time in field. 

In Indonesia, we made group interviews with organisation members from four different villages, with about ten local peasant leaders in each interview. Apart from these group interviews, we made five single interviews with respondents, who we identified as higher leaders. Three of them were village coordinators, which meant they were village leaders with a certain position, since they represented their villages in central meetings. The other two were people, who had an outstanding role in the management of the movement, as the deputy officer and the president of SPP respectively. At two different occasions, we also interviewed a representative from the national peasant organisation, FSPI, who were also the Indonesian International coordinator of la Via Campesina. 

In Thailand we made interviews with village leaders and central leaders. We also made interviews with leaders from the regional network Northern Peasant Federation, (NPF) . In total we made 11 individual interviews and 4 group-interviews with 2-5 people in each group. 

The interviews were carried through at internal meetings as well as in four different villages.

Throughout the research we were dependent

 on people to help us translate and provide contextual information about the organisations, the villages and local culture. We also interviewed a lot of NGO-activists working at the local supporting NGO, and a few academics. One interview was made with the Thai International coordinator of la Via Campesina.

The interviews we made was semi-structured, which means we did not strictly follow a questionnaire. The questions were rather used as guidelines and we tried to make them broad and open in order let the respondents answer freely out of his or her preferences. All interviews are not exactly the same since we were two different people interviewing, and we posed different follow-up questions in every interview. We also gave some room for the respondents to direct the conversation and speak about his or her experiences quite freely. However, the questions were similar in all the interviews and we could still compare them with one another in our analysis. Our choice of this interview strategy, with broad questions, was also a way to test the respondents’ awareness. Interestingly, we could see that some leaders spontaneously spoke about la Via Campesina when they answered general questions, whereas others did not mention la Via Campesina at all and seemed to have very limited awareness about international cooperation in general. In the coming analysis we will therefore distinguish the higher leaders and the village leaders. 

None of the conversations with the local members were recorded, since we thought it might have made the respondents feel less confident during the interview situation. Since we knew that they involve in radical or even illegal activities in the organisations’ activities, we always tried to create a situation where the interviewees could feel free to speak out about their opinions and involvement in the organisations. When we interviewed village leaders for example, we tried to make the interviews inside the peasants own homes or at least within their home villages. 

Working with an interpreter

We would never have been able to carry out the research without the people who helped us with the interpretation into English during the interviews and meetings, and to give us contextual information about the organisations as well as villages and local culture. In Thailand we got help from different interpreters, both students and NGO-staff, whereas in Indonesia it was always the same student helping out. At place, we also realized that it was an absolute condition that these people already knew the peasants in the villagers well. Firstly, because we would never had reached the villages on our own without their guiding. They were all located in the rural countryside and some of the Indonesian villages were located in remote mountainous areas, whose steep and bumpy roads could only be reached by a motorbike. Secondly, we needed their presence because the peasants would probably not have welcomed us, unless someone who they already knew and whom they trusted, had introduced us. Interviews always make out a sensible situation, especially if the questions themselves are sensible or very personal. Our questions were perhaps not that sensitive, but since our interviewees were involved in activities which meant they always live under threats of oppressions from the police or other authorities it was very important that our respondents could trust us. To develop these feelings of trust between the interviewer and the respondent usually requires some familiarity with one another, and since we were more or less strangers to many of our respondents, we think that the only reason to why we managed so well when performing our interviews, was because people who they already knew could be present during the interviews and make the peasants feel confident to talk out about their opinions. Both of us were lucky to meet people who showed a great interest in our research and were kind enough to help us to perform our fieldwork. 

Working with an interpreter also entails many difficulties. The information will always be second hand information, and as a researcher you have to put a lot of trust to the person you chose as your interpreter. Neither do you have any possibility to check if the respondent speaks the truth or understands the questions correctly, nor can you check if the interpreter understands the respondent correctly or gives you a correct translation. It is also difficult to socialise with people if you cannot carry on a conversation. Three months is to short a time to learn a new language well enough to do so and none of the peasants we met spoke English. However, we did learn enough in the local languages just in order to introduce ourselves, which we found valuable. A few of the NGO-staff as well as the students we got in contact with spoke enough English in order to keep up conversations without the help of an interpreter.

Reliability and Validity

In order to see if the peasants feel solidarity or not, we could not simply ask the peasants if they feel solidarity with one another, since it would not tell us very much about what they really think about the international cooperation. Therefore, we have used three indicators on solidarity as guidelines both when making the interviews and through the forthcoming analysis, where we try to answer the question whether the grassroots peasants feel solidarity with peasants in other countries or not. However, as solidarity is an abstract concept, which could have different meanings to different people, as well as different meanings due to the circumstances around it is used, we could never guarantee that other people will agree upon our way to understand solidarity. We believe there is never an objective alternative to how to go about when making research and all we can do as researchers is to make our readers aware of what we include in the meaning of transnational solidarity by motivating our choice of indicators.

By using broad question in our interviews, we were able to chose our questions in order to include all of our three dimensions of solidarity. At this point, we also had to try to find another way, than just ask straight forward about what we actually wanted to know. The questions we chose, was very general, and we are aware that there are problems connected to use such open questions. Especially since open questions require interpretation afterwards, which includes the risk of missing out on important things, or misunderstandings which could have an impact on making a fair analysis of the respondents answers. Since we were also able to contextualise the interviews with our other observations, we hope that we have been able to understand their ideas and values. The interview situations included some complications too, especially since we wanted to make group interviews. In the group interviews, we could never reduce the possibility that some of those who were present during the interviews spoke more than others, or that perhaps not everyone always agreed with the answers they gave us. There is a possibility, that not everyone felt they could speak out loud about their opinion, in case they did not share the view of the rest. As a further complication because we worked with an interpreter, all our information was secondary, and we could not check if we got the exact translations from our interpreters or check that our questions were translated in an exact manner. However, we think we got a good relation to our interpreters, and that we got honest answers from the people we interviewed. We also want to stress the fact, that conducting a field study in a foreign country is difficult. A few facts have limited our research, such as language barriers, limited time and resources.
Possibilities to generalisations

A negative aspect of our research method is that our selection of observations were restricted to only two out of thousands of local member organisations of the peasant movement, and furthermore it is based on a few interviews. However, the selection of the two organisations within each country, as well as the interviewees, were strategically chosen, and because of this we think we will be able to make assumptions about internal relations within the global movement. Within each of the organisations we made a strategic selection of our respondents out of a most likely scenario. However, a more suitable situation in our case would have been a random selection among these leaders, which showed to be impossible due to circumstances we could not have foreseen or which we did not have a chance to influence. 

By studying more than one case we further believe our results will be of greater relevance for the hole of Via Campesina than if we would have studied only one local organisation. Since there were also two of us, we were able to conduct our research on two different places at the same time. By this method we could both compare our results and see differences and similarities between the two local member organisations. Further, we could also compare the conditions in the selected countries, which added a transnational dimension of the study and hopefully a broader understanding of a transnational phenomena. An ideal selection of cases would include local member organisations from more than two, perhaps even from all countries where Via Campesina have members. It would have increased our possibility to generalise and relate our results to a broader context. However, we were only able to focus on two countries, and we hope that our selection of the two cases and our comparative analysis have resulted in an interesting and theoretically relevant report of the transnational relations among peasants.

Theoretical background

Social activism transcending national borders

Social movements have long been seen as an actor bringing about progressive political and social change in the societies where they emerge. Their activity has been crucial to the emergence of political democracy, and to the articulation and protection of the rights of for example women and other excluded groups.
 In terms of an arising global civil society scholars from different disciplines have tried to apprehend the theories of social movements on the new forms of transnational activism. Transnational social movements are one kind of transnational activism, expected to increase the capacity of marginalized groups to challenge unequal social structures. Transnational social movements in current literature have been explained as “socially mobilized groups with constituents in at least two states, engaged in sustained contentious interaction with power holders in at least one state other than their own, or against an international institution or a multinational economic actor”
. Further, transnational social movements (TSMs) may be formally organised or connected through informal ties, and they usually consist of several different actors, such as formal Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs), grassroots organisations and governmental organisations.
 However, TSMs are different from other types of activism in several aspects, among which the most significant ones are their aim to transcend national borders, that they have roots within local social networks and because they persist for more than one single occasion.
 But several theorists also stress that transnational social movements unlike other types of transnational activism, are built upon solidarity, and that they have a potential to produce solidarity among the members.
 The feminist movement, the peace movement of the 1980s, and the more formally organised Greenpeace are examples of successful TSMs that have contributed dramatic changes in society.
 Sidney Tarrow and Jackie Smith, both social movement theorist with a good repute, has forecasted the potential of TSMs to promote democracy at the global level, in terms of transparency and accountability of international institutions such as the World Trade Organisation, the World Bank, and the United Nations.
 In the same way as movements, which operate at the national level, have produced a feeling of solidarity and trust among set back groups in society, they expect transnational movements to have the potential to achieve this feeling of solidarity among their members across national borders, drawing on shared goals and purposes.
 The effect TSMs may have on democracy at the transnational level have also been discussed in terms of the emergence of transnational social capital. Generating an extended version of Putnam’s famous theory, several current theorists argue, that a new kind of “transnational social capital” might develop out of the activities within transnational social movements.
 Although closely related, we chose to discuss transnational solidarity, leaving the debate of social capital behind. 

Grassroots inclusion 

A great limitation in the emergence of transnational solidarity argued by several scholars is the poor grounding within global civil society in general. Clearly, there is an obvious dominance of Northern-based activists within many transnational movements, which highlights the problems of insufficient representation. A large number of the transnational activists also tend to be well-educated people from the middle class rather than coming from the mariginalised societies they aim to represent.
 However, compared to other transnational networks, the democratic deficits are expected to be less severe within social movements, because of their purpose, which makes them more likely to strive for better global representation.
 

At the same time, other theorists put forward the great need for grassroots inclusion in social movements, pointing at the importance of members’ involvement and the close exchange of information.
 Tarrow, who is one of them, argues for example, that social movements has to be rooted in local social networks, if shared identities and solidarity are to emerge.
 The complexity of the grassroots inclusion in transnational solidarity networks though, has been shown in an empirical study of the Zapatista movement in Mexico. A conclusion of the study was that grassroots inclusion is combined with great practical problems, such as the cleavage among the members in the use of linguistics and problems related to cultural barriers. The study shows, how the leadership of the movement mediates the transnational dialogue while ordinary people in the local communities to a less extent are involved in the transnational cooperation. 

Classical theories on solidarity

The fact, that transnational social movements is a modern phenomenon, does not mean that the connections between people living at different sides of the globe is something new. In the past, however, the purpose of such connections has differed substantially. In terms of transnational solidarity, its roots can be traced back to the early decades of the 20th century and the traditions of Marxism and socialism. it represented a cosmopolitan alternative to the global capitalism. The call for a worldwide solidarity was expressed in slogans such as ”Workers of the world unite” by the followers.

Today, it is generally acknowledged among social theorists, that the capacity of collective activism to a great extent relies on the existence of solidarity among those who are involved. Social solidarity and shared ideas and values, has both been pointed out as essential preconditions for the emergence of social movements and for whether a movement will sustain and realize its goals or not.
 This line of argumentation draws on the arguments of classical social theorists such as Émilie Durkheim and Karl Marx. Durkheim’s main argument in the discussion was that social arrangements, which are not underpinned by solidarity between its members, are vulnerable to fragmentation. Marx, similarly argued, that the likelihood to succeed in common efforts to change society, depends on the extent of solidarity among the people pushing for this change.
 Nevertheless, neither Durkheim’s nor Marx’s texts give any definition of the key term; solidarity, although Durkheim did somewhat reveal his notion of solidarity in the famous utterance “the potential for the whole to be grater than the sum of its individual parts”.
 When entering modern literature on social movements one realises that definitions of solidarity are absent, or only vaguely expressed. Also, there seems to be some confusion about the idea of solidarity and related concepts such as common identities or social capital. 

Social mobilisation

It has been argued, that that people in order to mobilise, at a minimum need to be able to identify with one another on the basis of shared problems. And if they do not believe in making a difference together, they are unlikely to mobilize, even when given the opportunity.
 Marx and Engels identified that solidarity among people is shaped in terms of a shared interest. They acknowledged, that class consciousness tends to promote solidarity, and that by acting together the members of a class can obtain more then they would by acting alone. However, solidarity is not necessarily an outcome of shared interests.
 This identification have raised a debate about what solidarity is funded on and what processes operate to sustain it. Current social theorist, Sidney Tarrow points out that it is “the participants subjective recognition of their common interest that makes the difference, rather than an objective interest imposed by the observer.”
. It has also been argued that the recognition of shared interests is not enough for solidarity to emerge among people, but that solidarity also involves an altruistic dimension. The first one to raise this idea was Durkheim, who argued that interests makes up an unstable basis for solidarity, and that solidarity requires shard believes and a wish to work for a common good, in order to be sustainable.
 According to the German social theorist Weber, solidarity involves an altruistic element, arguing that solidarity implies collective action for a common cause or of self sacrifice.
 Others have totally rejected the idea of solidarity as a calculation of interests. The Italian social theorist Melucci points out, that the reason to why people feel bonds to each other, does not simply appear out of their shared interests, and that solidarity movements also have an emotional dimension, which cannot be reduced to cost-benefit calculation.
 Marx and Engels also observed that solidarity among group members is strengthened by the identification of a recognisable opponent.
 Later theorists, such as Weber, have further developed this idea, suggesting that solidarity is more likely to develop against visible opponents than against more abstract enemies.
Transnational solidarity

Transnational solidarity
 is held to be less fixed upon location than the traditional notion of solidarity. It expresses a consciousness about people from different cultures, who live far away from each other, and who now get deeply intertwined.
 But new solidarities do not necessarily imply diminishing local solidarities. They can both coexist or experience a revival.
 Hence, solidarity should be understood as two different types of solidarity, the classical “real” one, existing within local communities and the international, rather “abstract” solidarity. According to some theorists, the latter does not carry the same potential as the former, since they believe that a closely knitted local community is a much more solid ground for collective action than for example class-based solidarity, which is often the basis for the development of transnational social movements.
 The different characteristics of solidarity have been explained by the absence of a state at the international level, and thus “without a global state there are few face to face interaction-the close knit social networks required for transnational identity formation and collective action”
 

Empirical studies on social solidarity

A constraint within the literature of social movements is that only a few theorists base their arguments on empirical research. Even though several theorists stress the importance of solidarity within transnational social movements, empirical studies are few and have this far been of a rather explorative nature. However, more empirical work has been requested, since some of the movements have now reached a point when it is time for evaluation.
 Furthermore, transnational activism research has primarily focused on middle class activism, whereas grassroots organisations have rarely drawn the same attention as professional NGOs and advocacy networks. Our study aims to fill in this empirical gap. Starting from the argumentation above, we will look deeper into the features of solidarity within the global peasants movement, la Via Campesina. 

Towards a definition of transnational solidarity

Although well known theorists have stressed that solidarity is an important feature of social movements the empirical studies on social movements and solidarity are few, and we did not find anyone, that could provide an analytical framework or method to follow when investigating transnational solidarity. None of the prominent scholars have actually defined the term and it is sometimes difficult to understand what they include in their notion of solidarity. In order to get a basic understanding of the concept we instead turn to the Oxford Dictionary, where solidarity is defined as:

“Unity or agreement of feeling or action, especially among individuals with a common interest”
 

In our opinion, though, this definition only describes solidarity very briefly and excludes some essential elements that has been put forward in the literature mentioned above. To fully understand solidarity we need to add some important aspects put forward in theories by scholars in the field of social movement studies. Although a common interest is a fundamental cornerstone of solidarity, we believe that solidarity is also an act of good will. Therefore, we want to widen the concept of solidarity by including the altruistic dimension which was pointed out by, Emile Durkheim and Albert Melucci. Accordingly, cooperation based on solidarity is not motivated by the calculation of individual benefits alone, but also by the willingness to strive towards a common good. This aspect is important in our understanding of solidarity.

The altruistic dimension of solidarity implies, that the people inside a social group see a meaning to strengthen the own group with regards to all internal units of the group as well as a willingness inside this group to unite in a identifiable commonality
. Leading scholars in the field of transnational social movements have also pointed out that voluntarily affiliation is an important prerequisite for the emergence of transnational social identities.
 This correlates to our own idea, that an act of solidarity must be voluntary.

Analytic model of transnational solidarity
Based on the theoretical definition we have worked out an analytic framework, which provides a tool to measure a feeling of solidarity. Our operationalisation of solidarity can be explained as a model consisting of three variables; a “willingness to affiliate in the transnational movement”, a “recognition of shared problems and common opponents”, and the “predicted benefit of acting together”. Each variable represents an essential dimension of our understanding of transnational solidarity and will therefore be used as indicator on solidarity in this study. 

First variable: Willingness to affiliate in the transnational movement

The first variable in the analytic model, a “willingness to cooperate internationally”, is used to see if the peasants in the two local peasant organisations studied in this paper are positive towards transnational cooperation. This variable is used as an indicator on solidarity, as illustrated in Figure 1. We think that if the respondents express a willingness to cooperate, it implies that they want to unite with other members within the transnational peasant movement. Understanding the grassroots members’ attitude towards transnational cooperation is therefore essential in order to tell whether there is solidarity among the grassroots in the transnational peasant movement or not. Before our field work was undertaken, we knew that both of the two organisations, NFA and SPP coordinate with la Via Campesina. But even though the peasants are directly or indirectly affiliated members, the formal affiliation does not tell us that the members take part out of a free will. We think it is importance that the members themselves also actually express a belief in this cooperation and a willingness to cooperate. This is the way, in which we will see if the affiliation in the movement is voluntarily.But even if they do express a willingness to cooperate, this does not tell us that the peasants feel solidarity with one another. We believe, that people can cooperate out of many reasons, and it does not necessarily express a feeling of solidarity.
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Figure 1:  Willingness to affiliate in the transnational movement as an indicator on solidarity

Second variable: Recognition of shared problems and opponents

In order to increase our possibility to tell whether the peasants feel solidarity or not, we add a second variable: “recognition of shared problems and common opponents”, illustrated in Figure 2. Our argument for using this as an indicator of solidarity is that recognising common interests and common opponents with others has been pointed out as a fundamental cornerstone of solidarity, since it implies a comprehension of a group interest and a belief in redressing shared problems by acting together. Following this argumentation, if the peasants seem to recognize common problems and opponents with other peasants they are more likely to feel solidarity with one another. When deciding if the respondents recognize shared problems and common opponents, we will analyse the interviews to see what problems and opponents the respondents identify and whether they express shared interests with peasants from other countries. 
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Figure 2: Recognition of shared problems and common opponents as an indicator on solidarity

Third variable: Predicted benefit of acting together 

We want to point out, that although shared interests, in terms of shared problems and common opponents, is important for the rise of solidarity, we believe that it does not necessarily promote a feeling of solidarity among people. If people take a purely selfish stand, it is probable that they will involve in collective action only as long as they gain more by it than without it. In our opinion though, solidarity could not refer to a rational calculation of self interests alone, but also has to involve a willingness to promote a common good. In other words, they must share a belief that the cooperation could bring a collective benefit for them all. This argumentation is what made us add our third and last variable, the “predicted benefit of acting together”, illustrated in Figure 3. In order to answer this question, we will analyse the interviews and separate the motives for transnational cooperation that implies collective benefit from the ones that only refers to an individual advantage. In order to be stated as a motive based on collective benefit, the answers have to imply a willingness to cooperate because of mutual benefits for the people involved. Only if their arguments involve a willingness to improve the situation for themselves and for others, it will be classified as a “collective benefit motive”.
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Figure 3. Predicted benefit of acting together as an indicator on solidarity
A complete analytic model of solidarity

When all the three indicators are put together, as illustrated in the model in Figure 4, it shows the way we want to understand solidarity. This model will be used as our framework when we shall measure the respondents´ feeling of solidarity. We will analyse all interviews with regards to the three indicators, one by one. If the respondents want to affiliate in the transnational movement, see shared problems and common opponents, and express a belief that acting together would give collective benefits we will interpret this as a feeling of transnational solidarity. Hence, the shaded area in Figure 4 should be understood as a feeling of solidarity.
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Figure 4: A feeling of transnational solidarity
Before we proceed to present the results from our study we want to point out a few things to our readers. First of all, it is the interviews with the peasant leaders that have constituted our primary source of information. To some extent though, we will also refer to our other experiences from the field work in the coming analysis. Secondly, it is not our intention to decide for each respondent individually, if he or she feels solidarity or not, but rather to try to present a broader picture of each of the two organisations as a whole, and their members’ general feeling of solidarity
We will also give a short presentation of each of the two local peasant organisations from Thailand and Indonesia that we have been studying. We think it is of great importance for our readers to know the overall context around these movements and the conditions, under which their members live.

II. Presentation of the two cases

SPP in Indonesia

The field study in Indonesia was conducted in the West Java province, where the peasants in Serikat Petani Pasundan (SPP) or the New Sundanese Peasant’s movement are struggling for access to farming land. It is by far the largest peasant movement in this area and it claims to have more than two hundred thousand members.
 Most of them are landless or nearly landless peasants, who live in remote villages in mountainous areas. The marginalisation of peasants’ rights and the lack of access to farming land makes it difficult for farmers to uphold their living, and many work for big landowners or plantation corporations.
 As labour on the fields, their working hours stretches from early morning until late afternoon and the average wage is less than 1 USD a day.
 

The organisation was officially declared in the city of Garut in year 2000, when a group of senior activists from some NGOs and students movements had gathered peasants from three districts; Garut, Tasikmalya and Ciamis. The main purpose of struggle has ever since been to push the Government to implement an agrarian reform, but other issues, such as human rights, democratisation, gender equity and peoples participation are also important issues.

SPP is known for their radical land occupations, or “reclaiming”, as the peasants wants to name them. The difference is significant, since the word to reclaim indicates that the peasants only claim the rights to land that has been taken away from them in the past.
 In a joint action, the villagers open or clear a piece of land on disputed areas, mainly unused plantation or forest areas. After the reclaiming, the amount of land is commonly divided equally between the participating families. Normally, that means around 0.5 hectares each and is just about enough to secure their survival. However, these actions are illegal, and some villages have experienced violent operations from the military or police forces, sometimes even from privately hired thugs. During such operations peasants have been forced off the land, and sometimes their houses have been burned down. Many peasants have got beaten, arrested and even put in jail.

But SPP is not solely a land reclaiming movement and their struggle goes far beyond the reclaiming actions and participation in big rallies. They also aim to struggle for a sustainable social solution in peasants’ everyday life, including the strengthening of the economic, political as well as the social conditions in each village and even in each family. Apart from the principles of Islam values, the heritage from the Sundanese culture and traditions gives SPP its unique character. For the Sundanese people, the family and the old tradition of “Gotong Royong”, a kind of village solidarity, plays a fundamental role.
 According to the president of SPP, “the organisation’s members should get assistance and support in all kinds of problems from the organisation”.
 Recently, SPP has even built up its own peasants’ school, where local members will get the possibility to learn about farming technology, economic development of agriculture, about law and human rights and international impact on their situation. For the future, SPP even wants to create their own hospital and a bank.

The character of the local units of SPP and the origin of the land cases, as well as the social, economic and political situation often differs substantially between the villages. Some of them have been members of SPP for many years and have developed a strong local organisation, whereas others are new and have newly entered the reclaiming phase.
 However, the strong sense of community among the peasants from SPP was obvious, and the peasant leaders we interviewed were all very positive towards the membership and the feeling of confidence it had given them. It seemed as though their belonging to SPP was even more solid than within the villages, probably since SPP’s members often have enemies in their own village.
 
To join an illegal organisation like SPP and participate in the reclaiming actions, includes a risk to get accused of being a provocateur.
 As a consequence of military and police operations in recent years, several peasants leaders in SPP are in custody waiting for trials or are already serving a time in jail.
 Other SPP leaders have must left their village and are hiding in remote areas from the police. SPP tries to reduce this risk of violent repression, and all actions taken within SPP are preceded by careful considerations of peasants’ safety.
 The higher leaders as well as local activists also put a lot of effort in holding up the spirit and trust among the members, in order to maintain a strong, united organisation.

Local cooperation

The local conditions differ in many ways between villages and most problems are experienced within the local community and the members usually try to solve local problems within their local unit, called OTL. However, the cooperation between the villages are important. It gives them a stronger position and more political influence. It is also a way to share experiences and to learn from one another. Each village has a coordinator, who keeps the contact among each other, and they often go around to visit other villages in order to learn from one another and share their experiences. The long distances between the villages makes it hard for all of the members to meet and the coordination is important to uphold a common struggle. Every third month, however, evaluation and reflection meetings are held in the SPP administration office in Garut, which are open for members from all of the SPP districts. Not only the village leaders, but also ordinary members, including women and children, come to join these meetings. The meetings are more like cultural gatherings, where current local conditions and situations from all villages are presented and discussed, new strategies and common actions 

are planned, and questions to the key persons in SPP about how villagers should solve local problems and act in local conflicts.
 Beside these meetings, common activities and actions take place in forms as sending protest letters to authorities and organise rallies, at the local, district as well as on provincial level. 

NFA in Thailand

The peasants we visited in Thailand live on occupied lands in the province of Lamphun in the North, a province where problems with land tenure and ownership are particularly acute.
 They belong to a group of peasants organised in the movement called Northern Farmers Alliance (NFA),which was formed in 1997, by peasants who have started to make use of idle lands.
 Peasants from different villagers in this area have illegally been cultivating idle lands for more than 15 years, but the occupations have increased since the severe economic crisis when the need for farming land became acute for a large number of peasants, and they were able to organise with the financial and administrative support from a local NGO.
 Today, about 4000 families from 17 villages have joined the movement, and together they cultivate large areas of lands that have been left idle by companies and other private title holders. However, the occupations are opposed both by the authorities and the title holders. And even though the people claim that the lands rightfully belongs to them, these actions have led to legal and charges in all of the 17 villages.
 The villagers we have met commonly explain that they need access to farming land in order to survive, but the occupations are just as much an act of justice, as the lands were illegally stolen from them. In some of the cases the peasants also refer to a legal paragraph saying that a title holder loses his title deed if he leave the land idle for more than five years.
 

Cooperation within the movement

The conditions for the affiliated men and women have improved their lives enormously since they joined the movement. They have now access to farming land. Most of these peasants were not homeless before they joined the movement, but they had insufficient land to cultivate in order to survive and support their families. By organising in NFA their children can avoid a future of wage work, unemployment or prostitution in the cities. But the peasants have also met many difficulties, and the activities within the movement has decreased during the last few years as a result of the fear of imprisonment and violence.
 The occupants have suffered beatings from both the police and hired gunmen, but most members have after all decided to stay on the lands. Although many people told us that they are afraid of the police, they explained that cooperating with the other villages in NFA gives “good spirit”, and encourage them to keep on fighting.
 Several further express that they think that they would not have been able to resist the violence without the support from the organisation and the knowledge that they are many people fighting together.
 Nevertheless, the actual cooperation between the villages seems to be quite limited, and although several respondents speak of the importance of cooperating and sharing experience with people from other villages, it is quite clear that the village loyalties, at least within some villages, still are very strong. Some of the peasants we interviewed, expressed great scepticism towards sharing their internal problems with outsiders or ever cooperating at all if there is no personal benefit.
 In NFA it is only a few village leaders who participate in joint meetings with members from other villages or take part in other central activities and meetings, whereas most members rarely meet people from outside their own village. In this way NFA is a rather fragmented movement, based on the activities in each village, but all of the members have a chance to meet during joint demonstrations organised by the movement, and usually many of the villagers do take part in the demonstrations, even though they need to travel long distances. 

Comparison between SPP and NFA

Even though we knew that both SPP and NFA were local peasants organisations occupying land, they showed to be more similar than we had expected. Both organisations have a local characteristic, and primarily focus their struggle on the need for land for production. The members are usually poor peasants who have little or no experience at all from previous organising, since traditions of social movements are rare in both countries. In Indonesia, SPP is not yet agreed upon by the authorities, and it includes a risk for the men and women in SPP and NFA, to join such controversial organisations. Several members have been imprisoned, or even killed due to the occupations. But, although similar in many aspects, we could also see differences between the two organisations. One of the more obvious differences was the size of the organisations, and SPP with its huge number of members was a lot bigger than the still quite small NFA. We also found, that SPP is a more solid movement than NFA, with a well developed structure of coordination and common activities. NFA instead has a looser structure, that rather worked as a network. Several central leaders in NFA consider the division between villages in NFA as a problem, and argued that NFA needs to become more of a solid movement in order to gain strength and capacity.
 But the movements are still similar in the sense that there seems to be a division between central leaders and the rest of the members, whereas the villagers have little knowledge about what is going on in the organisation beyond the local level, while the central leaders have ideological goals and visions that go way beyond the villagers notion. In terms of grassroots inclusion a  remarkable feature the organisations had in common is that women are excluded from activities to a great extent. Although they are in fact members, they rarely take part in activities other than rallies, and there were rarely any women present at the meetings we attended. However, some signs of change could be seen in the case of SPP, since all the men and women we interviewed wanted to include the women more in the organisation in the future.
 In a few of the villages small groups of women have already set up small corporations together, such as potato crisps or tomato sauce production, as a way to find alternative income sources.
 Still however, they are not allowed to take part in the more dangerous organisation activities.
 Neither in SPP nor in NFA did the women possess any leading positions inside the villages or at higher levels of the organisations.

The relation between the peasant organisations and NGOs

During our time in field we could get a good insight in the Indonesian and Thai civil society structure. One thing that we experienced in both countries, was that local Non Governmental Organisations, or NGOs, played a significant role for the management of the local peasant organisations. Since the peasants themselves lacked higher education and means for communication, they depend a lot on the outside help with all kinds of coordination and administration. As a consequence, we understood that they make a clear distinction between peoples organisations and NGOs, which are both actors within the civil society. Several of the activists we interviewed pointed out this difference, and explained the different characteristics and purpose. Whereas the NGOs generally consisted of educated people from the middle-class and were situated in cities, the peoples organisations was made out of the people, often mariginalised groups, to get together to make a change. Instead, the NGOs have the purpose to address the interests of other groups, often marginalised peasants, women or indigenous groups. 

Both SPP and NFA had a supporting team of NGO-activists, who helped the peasants out in all different matters, from raising funds to legal advocacy and networking. We could see that both organisations had a special relation to one local NGO, and that activists from these NGOs were deeply involved in the organisations’ daily activities. The peasants all seemed to rely a lot on the activists’ ability to help them to improve the situation in the villages and to make their organisations stronger. In order to understand the local organisations of SPP and NFA, it is therefore important to know of the impact of the supporting NGOs, the Chiang Mai-based Northern Development Foundation in Thailand and Yapemas in Indonesia, located in Garut city. In the case of SPP, there were also three supporting students’ organisations, who are just as involved in the organisation and coordination of the peasants in SPP, as the local NGO.
 Many of the staff we met from the local NGOs showed a strong empathy for the peasants and had spent many years of their lives helping the peasants to build up their movements. They often stressed the importance of strengthening the organisations and to create strong leaders within the organisations, in order to make the peasant organisations independent from outside support in the future. Because even though both countries are going through a lot of changes, which have brought new opportunities for people’s organisations to develop, the peasants still rely a lot on the support from the outside since they lack experience from organising.
 In Thailand today, NGOs generally play a significant role in mobilising poor people, since there are no left parties.
 Instead, the NGOs are the ones who mobilise people.
 In a similar way, middle-class activists and students have been the catalysing force behind the many peoples organisations that have appeared in Indonesia from the 80´s and onwards, and with their support, local peasant organisations now exist in all parts of the country.

However, in both Indonesia and Thailand, as well as in many other third world countries, the role of NGOs are often debated and although we could see some differences between the countries, we also found many similar concerns expressed about the strong influence of NGOs in people’s movements.
 The NGOs, which often function as professional development agencies, and often get funding from abroad, possess strong social resources compared to the still rather undeveloped peoples movements. In Indonesia for example, people from the academy expressed a strong concern about the role of NGOs and their influence in grassroots organisations. A usual argument was that the Indonesian NGOs have managed to direct local peoples organisations to act in their interest, and that this has become an obstacle for peasant organisations to cooperate.
 Critique against the influential NGOs has also been expressed within the literature on social movements, and some scholars have argued, that NGOs do little more than incorporate villagers into uneven patron client relationships.
 

Evidently, the role of NGOs in social movements in the third world is a complex matter, but it is important to keep in mind that they have played a significant role for the appearance and development of the peasant movements and NFA and SPP would probably not have become as strong as they are today, without the support from NGO-activists. Although some of the critique of the NGOs may be justified, and although the organisations risk some of its independency when they get assistance from outside, we have no reason to question the NGOs, that were closely connected to SPP or NFA. Their ambition to support the peasants seemed to have serious intensions and we experienced a strong gratefulness for this among the peasants we interviewed. In the case of NFA for instance, it was evident that the NGOs do have a positive impact on the organisation, and both the organisation members and the activists themselves, call them the leaders of the movement.
 They seldom pointed at negative aspects from the support of the local NGOs, and in Indonesia, the president of SPP was convinced, that they did not have the same problem with NGO domination in SPP as many other local peasant organisations in Indonesia. He argued, that since SPP refuses to take any direct funding from NGOs, they can manage to keep their autonomy, even though they still need outside support and assistance when it comes to things, such as technolical skills and education.
 

National and international coordination

SPP in Indonesia

From the interviews we made during the fieldwork in Indonesia as well our own observations from different meetings and activities we understand, that the coordination between the Indonesian peasant organisations as well as the cooperation with the global peasant movement is a complex matter. Even though SPP, the local organisations in focus, aims to involve in both the national and transnational peasants’ struggle, we realised, that there is in fact not much grassroots cooperation at these levels at all
. Although peasant organisations have formed in every corner of Indonesia since 1998, coordination among them is poor and the attempts to unite the peasants in one national movement, has failed several times.
 Instead of trying to bridge the gap between the different networks, new networks develop, often on the initiative by NGOs and intellectuals, and at present there are at least seven different national peasants’ networks.
 SPP support several of the different networks, in order to get as much influence as possible and supports several of these networks.
 

SPP is also indirectly a formal member of la Via Campesina, through the national umbrella organisation, FSPI, the United Federation of Indonesian Peasants.
 FSPI has 14 local member organisations in different parts of Indonesia and is the Indonesian representative in la Via Campesina. Since 2002, FSPI is also the coordinator for the North-and Southeast Asian Region of la Via Campesina, and thus a member of the International Coordinating Committee.
All international contacts between the Indonesian peasant organisations and la Via Campesina is coordinated by the national level, and there are no other local organisations in Indonesia, who coordinate with la Via Campesina, than the members of FSPI. But during our field work in Indonesia we noticed, that the local member organisations seldom involve in any international activities or in national activities or meetings arranged by FSPI. The one who upholds most of the contacts within the different networks and who has pushed for SPP’s involvement in the national as well as the international networks is Augustiana, the president of SPP. He often goes around to attend different meetings and is the only one from the organisation who sometimes goes abroad as a representative of SPP.
 Although he stressed, that SPP tries to be an active member both at the national and international level, we could see that the local members were not at all included in international cooperation and only rarely took part in activities at the national level. Apart from a visit from a Brazilian delegation from MST, which had once come to Indonesia, the only experiences that the village leaders had of international contacts, was through NGO networks and their development programmes.
 

NFA in Thailand

NFA is above all a local movement, and the activity is for the most part focused on immediate needs and local problems. During the three month of observing the organisations we could see almost no activities related to the international level, and traditionally these peasants have little contact with people from abroad or other parts of the country. Still several of the peasants we meet have been attending international meetings and rallies in countries on the other side of the globe. There are only a few cars in each village and computers are very rare, witch makes travelling and long distance communication difficult. Thanks to NGOs linking grassroots organisations into regional networks and an international movement, the local people within NFA have started to find common cause with peasants from other parts of the world. Since 1999 NFA are a part of the regional network for peasants and fisher folks, called Northern Peasant Federation. NPF is made up by seven local organisations from the north of Thailand aiming at increasing the strength and capacity of the members.
 Also the NGOs have encouraged the members of NFA and NPF to involve in the transnational farmers movement and the global farmers organization; Via Campesina. NGO-activists handle all the running contacts with Via Campesina, and perhaps are the NGO involvement more prominent in Thailand compared to other countries as hardly any peasant speaks enough English to communicate with foreign people.
 Even most activists have a hard time communicating in English, which is probably one explanation to why Thai civil society is fairly isolated compared to the situation in other countries in the region. Today NPF are closely allied with Via Campesina but they have no formal membership yet.
 As for now, all contacts between Via Campesina are mediated by a Thai- umbrella organisation called Assembly of the poor, and the women working as Via Campesina-coordinator at the Assembly of the Poor tells us that it in fact makes no difference that NFA are not immediate members of Via Campesina. It is just a matter of formality and the people from NFA are in practice just as included in the international cooperation as any one from the official member organisation.
 

So, what do the international coordination mean to the landless farmers in Lamphun? is it helping them? and do the grassroots-members at all know about the transnational cooperation? Well, about ten peasants from NFA have actually attended several international Via Campesina meetings around the globe during the last five years.
 We got to interview tree of them. Attending international meetings is a practical way for the local people to involve in Via Campesina, and the NFA-members have been to Via Campesina’s conferences in Asia as well as central conferences in Latin America on a yearly basis. Delegates have also joined Via Campesinas delegations at international gatherings such as World Social Forum and Asian Social Forums in the years of 2002-2004.
 Farmers from NFA have also been to WSSD on Bali, the World Food Summit in Rome as well as the WTO protests in Cancun, last year. In December 2003 there was an international land-meeting, called the Asia Land Meeting, in Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand organized by researchers, and activists from all over the world with participants from Via Campesina and supportive NGOs from all over the world. At this meeting several peasants from NPF where present.

Comparison between NFA and SPP  

Even though NFA not yet have gained immediate membership, the NFA members seems to be more involved in the international cooperation compared to the members from SPP, who are in fact already formal members in la Via Campesina. None of the villagers we interviewed in Indonesia knew of anybody from the organisation who had been to an international meeting abroad, except from the general secretary. Quite differently, everyone of the Thai peasants knew of someone who had attended meetings in different parts of the world, and three of the peasants who were interviewed told us they have actually been abroad to attend international meetings themselves.
 In Figure 5, the formal and informal links between the local organisations of SPP and NFA and the international level is illustrated. 
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Figure 5: International coordination between the local organisations and Via Campesina, formal and informal ties.

III. Analysis of interviews

Now we will take a closer look at the results of the interviews with the local peasant leaders from the organisations of NFA in Thailand and SPP in Indonesia. All interviews have been analysed in order to see what the members think about international cooperation and in the end, whether a transnational solidarity within Via Campesina exists and seems to be rooted at this local level. As already mentioned, we will try to give a broad picture of the local organisations in terms of solidarity towards peasants in the global peasants movement, using the three variables; a “willingness to affiliate”, the “basis for acting together” and the “calculation of the outcome from acting together”. We will handle each variable one by one, beginning with the first one concerning whether the peasants want to take part in international cooperation or not. With the model of the three indicators on solidarity, which has been explained, the interviews with peasants from SPP in Indonesia and NFA in Thailand, as well as participant observations from our three month stay in each country.

Similarities and differences between the results from SPP and NFA

Before we move on to present the results from the interviews, we want to point out some general findings from our study. We could see, that SPP and NFA were similar in many ways and that the respondents had similar attitudes towards transnational cooperation and motivated their statements in a similar way. The fact, that the members tended to answer our questions in a similar way was an interesting result, especially since we know that there are no established contacts between these local movements.

Our experiences from the studies of each organisation have also given us a better insight in relevant similarities between the movement. By comparing our experiences we have realised that both of the organisations have a local character, and that immediate local needs are prioritised. Some of the respondents answered the questions about international cooperation only briefly, whereas everyone gave detailed descriptions about local problems and the importance of acting within the local organisations, which in itself is an indication of that the peasants’ interests have a local character. Further, transnational cooperation, the impact of globalisation or other problems that goes beyond the local level were rarely an issue at the local meetings we attended. Another general finding from our interviews is that there seemed to be great differences in awareness between the respondents in both organisations depending on his or her position. Higher leaders usually knew a lot about the existing transnational cooperation and had an understanding of international problems, whereas the lower leaders from the villages rarely knew anything about international issues at all. This difference in awareness was obvious in most of the interviews, and as we will see later on in the analysis, it had an impact on the results from all the variables we use as indicators on solidarity. The difference in awareness among the respondents were obvious within both SPP and NFA, even though both high and low leaders from NFA generally seemed to know more about the transnational issues, compared to the respondents from SPP. Now, we will move on to show the results from our first variable, and the analysis of the respondents’ willingness to affiliate in the transnational movement.

First variable: Willingness to affiliate in the transnational movement

The interviews indicated that the peasants from both NFA and SPP share a belief in international cooperation. All respondents said that transnational cooperation is important and that they want their local organisations to link up with other peasant organisations around the world in international networks. Commonly, the respondents also said they want different levels of cooperation at the same time and not just at the local level, as was expressed by one of the higher leaders in SPP: 

”it is important to build networks at different levels, reaching from the local to the international level. They are all important in different ways and are inseparable.” 

At the same time, however, several respondents stressed that strengthening local cooperation was more urgent than linking up with peasants organisations from other countries, and explained that their local peasant organisation need to be more solid before they can involve in any international cooperation.

Awareness of transnational cooperation

The need for acting together with peasants from different countries, however, were expressed differently among higher and lower leaders. Even though it is quite difficult for us to tell how much the respondents in fact knew about international cooperation, we could compare the interviews and see how the different respondents answered the questions about transnational cooperation. Since we used broad questions, the respondents could speak freely, and it is evident, that the lower leaders usually use rather general terms when talking about international networks, whereas higher leaders express in more detail what kind of cooperation and activities they want to involve in. There seem to be a big difference in awareness between village leaders and higher leaders in the organisation. Most of the lower leaders seemed to have little awareness about international cooperation in general and very few were familiar with la Via Campesina as an organisation. Central leaders from both SPP and NFA, on the other hand seemed to be more aware of the transnational coordination than other respondents, since the name of la Via Campesina was often mentioned at an early stage when we asked about the transnational coordination.. Interestingly, only a few of the people we interviewed from NFA, seem to know about the organisation, despite the fact, that several peasants from the organisation have attended international Via Campesina meetings. Out of the 13 interviews we made with village leaders, only two people knew about Via Campesina
, and the village leaders generally seem to know very little about what is going on in the organisation beyond the village level.
 Even those who lived in the same village as someone who has been to a Via Campesina meeting did not know about Via Campesina or about their neighbours experiences from the meeting. However, the lower leaders all had a positive attitude towards international networking, but most of them referred to international networking between peasants in general, or even hypothetical networks. Still, since la Via Campesina is the only transnational peasant movement with connections to SPP and NFA, that exists today and possibly, a few of the peasants could have had Via Campesina in mind when speaking about international networking even though they are not familiar with the name la Via Campesina.

The interviews with the members of SPP show a similar difference in awareness between the higher and lower leaders. Despite the fact, that the organisation is an indirect member of la Via Campesina through the national umbrella organisation FSPI, most local members did not know much about the international coordination.
 Only once was la Via Campesina brought up spontaneously in the interviews with village leaders, and it was mentioned when the respondents explained that they do not know much about international cooperation and never get a chance to take part in international meetings or activities.
 Another observation from the interviews with the Indonesian village leaders is that they often formed associations with NGO-networks when we asked about their opinion to international cooperation. Many of the peasants had personal experiences from contacts with NGOs from abroad, through rural development programmes in their villages. In one of the villages, they hope international cooperation can bring more such support in the future:

“like we got help from Bina Desa with the potato crisps project. We also hope that we can get help from NGOs from other countries”.

Among the higher leaders of SPP, we could notice a higher knowledge about international issues and la Via Campesina, and they all stress the need for a global peasant movement to find a solution to the international problems.
 They had all attended national meetings in Jakarta, where international issues and la Via Campesina had been discussed, but they stress that SPP members seldom get invited to conferences arranged by FSPI, the national umbrella organisation.
 Since FSPI is their only contact to la Via Campesina, we have therefore reason to believe that the obvious lack in awareness among the lower leaders  to a large extent depend on the coordination within the national peasant movement. 

Summary

When summing up the results so far we can see that everyone we interviewed had a positive attitude towards transnational cooperation, and they also wanted their local organisation to link up with a transnational movement for peasants. This wish, however, were usually expressed in general terms, and the respondents did not necessarily refer to the existing cooperation within la Via Campesina. Rather, their wish to cooperate stretched beyond the borders of la Via Campesina, to peasants in other countries. The awareness about this movement were in fact very low among the respondents, and it was mostly the higher leaders from NFA and SPP who specifically mentioned la Via Campesina. However, there was a difference between the two organisations and the Thai-villagers were more informed about international cooperation than village leaders from Indonesia. 

Second variable: recognition shared problems and common opponents

Since a willingness to affiliate in the transnational movement would not by its own indicate peasants’ solidarity, we will now move on to the second indicator on solidarity presented in our model. All interviews were analysed in order to find out whether the reason for the willingness to affiliate was based on the respondents’ recognition of having common problems and opponents with peasants from other countries. Keeping in mind that recognising common problems and opponents with other people is generally held to be a necessary foundation for the emergence of solidarity among people, we found it relevant to see whether the peasants in NFA and SPP recognise common problems and opponents with peasants from other countries. In the analysis of the second variable, we have therefore looked at the reasons to why the peasants want to take part in international networks.

When analysing the interviews, we could see that the reasons to why the respondents think it is necessary to involve in international cooperation were often expressed in the same way, and it did not matter much if the respondent came from NFA in Thailand or SPP in Indonesia. The interviewees all referred to the fact, that peasants around the world face the same problems, and therefore should come together in a common struggle.

Access to farming land an incentive 

But despite the fact, that the respondents express a belief to have common problems, our examination of the underlying incentives behind their involvement in the local organisations make us realise, that the primary reason is the immediate need to improve the situation in their villages. All respondents stressed, that they joined the local organisation because they thought they would get access to land, and except from the central leaders, the respondents rarely express ideological goals or goals that goes beyond the need for land. A Thai peasant leader expressed it in the following terms:

“I joined  NFA to get land for agriculture in order to support my family. It is a practical way to get our land back and to get a better life”.

However, although the respondents primary concern seem to be the development of the local conditions inside their village, they still find it necessary to involve in transnational networks. Apart from the belief of sharing their problems with peasants around the world, all respondents further explained, that transnational networks is a way to meet and exchange experience with peasants from other parts of the world.
 

Insufficient information to the local members 

As already inclined, the respondents’ position within the local organisation seem to affect their motivation for international cooperation. Whereas all village leaders answered the questions about the need for international networking briefly and rarely explained exactly why they believe that peasants from different parts of the world need to cooperate, the central leaders in NFA as well as in SPP seemed to be well aware about the global impact of the local life of peasants, and they often talked about shared problems with peasants around the world in terms of poverty, scarcity of natural recourses, dept and declining prices of products.
 Obviously, the awareness about processes of globalisation and international problems was a lot higher among leaders of central positions than among village leaders, and this pattern appeared in both NFA and SPP, despite their different organisation structure. In the case of NFA, we could notice a difference between respondents who only are members of village land committees, and those who are members of the central committees in NFA. In the case of SPP the difference appear between “ordinary” village leaders and those who were also elected coordinators of their villages or had central positions within the organisation. 

Recognition of common opponents

Besides the recognition of shared problems, all higher leaders from both SPP and NFA pointed out, that peasants all over the world have common opponents. They blame the liberalisation of agriculture, with declining prices of their products as a consequence, and the further concentration of land on international institutions such as the World Bank and the World Trade Organisation. Several of them also explained in detail how and why the peasants of the world need to come together in order to fight their common enemies; imperialism and capitalism”
.

In Indonesia, all higher leaders strongly criticised the influence of  international actors in national politics as well as in the exploitation of natural resources. The deputy officer in SPP explained why this is a reason for peasants from different countries to fight these actors together:

“it is important to make the people strong in relation to the capitalist power and the international institutions. Farmers need to have an own ideology based on the equal rights of all people in order to face the problems that stems from the neo-liberal hegemony.”

When interviewing the central leaders from Thailand, we also got very specified answers about the role of international institutions. This is how one of the central leaders explained why he thinks it is not enough to solve problems at the national level:

 “It is important to act globally because that is where the capitalists act. We need to globalise in order to stop globalisation. Today the farmers do not control the market, but if we cooperate, we can gain power.”

Among the higher leaders in Indonesia, two out of five respondents also pointed at the consequences of globalisation in terms of foreign influence in national legislation, and that international institutions have a lot of impact when new laws and regulations are being initiated.
 The president of SPP conveyed it in following words:

”More often international actors play a big role in the operations. We are now facing international enemies, like the WB, the WTO and the IMF, which is a new problem when national regulations are being planned.”

But even though we can notice a great awareness of the impact of international institutions and corporations among the higher leaders in both countries, and even though they believe these enemies has to be fought at the international level, they still see their main opponent in the National Government and want to direct most of their activity at this level. The SPP leaders stressed, that the Government is the only body with power to implement an agrarian reform in Indonesia, which is their primary goal.
 Somewhat differently, the higher leaders from NFA also mention that the state government is their main opponent, but further express a strong hope in the international cooperation to help to solve national problems. Via Campesina could therefore, according to some of the respondents, be a force to influence the national government.

Local problems and local opponents

Three of the four central leaders we interviewed in Thailand say they are worried about that the local villagers do not know about the global impact of their daily life, and one of them remarked that; ”the villagers do not understand globalisation”.
 And as long as they do not, they will never comprehend the need for joining la Via Campesina.
 Three of the central leaders mentioned that the villagers not yet have learned to think outside their own priorities and local problems, meaning that they may not be ready for international networking.
 

The same worries were expressed in the interviews with the higher leaders in Indonesia, who confirm there is a significant difference between themselves and other members in terms of awareness about international issues and networks.
 All of them argued, that the main reason for this is the bad information from the national and international networks to the local level but one of the coordinators also admits that SPP could do more to try increase the exchange of information:

“But it is also a good critique to us in SPP, because we never really tried to find out about what they do inside the networks” 

Further comments upon the same problem was expressed by the president of SPP. He stressed, that even though they try to raise the awareness among the villagers about local, national and international problems within the organisation, the most important step forward is that the grassroots members get involved in international activities: 

“the peasants will not understand international problems unless they get included in the international cooperation.”

But despite the evident lack of awareness among our respondents, village leaders from both NFA and SPP actually expressed a belief of having the same goals and problems in common with peasants around the world and say they want to increase the transnational cooperation. However, none of the village leaders specify these problems in the same way as the central leaders do, and common opponents such as the World Bank and World Trade organisation were never mentioned by name.
 Instead, the village leaders all refer to the national government as their main opponent, in Indonesia as well as in Thailand. Still however, we could notice a difference between the organisations, since the Thai village leaders further express a hope that the international peasant movement will help them to put pressure on the government.

Both village leaders and central leaders hope that international networking will help them to get in contact with other peasant movements, NGOs and academics around the world, who are willing to support their movement in terms of education or moral support. They specifically mentioned that they would like to get in contact with MST, the Brazilian movement.
 The Indonesian village leaders also believe that peasants from different countries have a lot to learn from one another, and that they hope for more exchange between peasant movements from different countries in the future. In two of the four group interviews with village leaders, they more than once mentioned MST, and said just like the Thai peasants, that they can learn from the Brazilian movement. Further, they told us that representatives from MST have actually visited Indonesia and their organisation and that the president of SPP have personal contacts with them.
 They also express a wish to go abroad in the future, in order to “meet and share experiences with other landless peasants”, but explain that it is impossible for them to afford it.
 The president of SPP, who has been abroad a few times, argue, that he has learned a lot during his study visits to Brazil in year 2000 and South Africa in 2003, and stress that international contacts provides a chance to “develop and evaluate” their own organisation in SPP when they can compare the experiences from peasant organisations in other countries.
 

Summary and comparison

The respondents from both Thailand and Indonesia all seemed to recognise a common interest with peasants in other countries. Shared problems, goals as well as common opponents were mentioned in most interviews, even though their arguments for extended networks primarily referred to the concrete need of getting access to land for cultivation. However, we could notice a significant difference in awareness among our respondents, and the higher leaders knew a lot more about global problems than the village leaders, and could explain how these problems had an impact on peasants’ local life. They explained in detail what international problems they see and who are their common opponents and they often expressed ideological motives for international coordination. The village leaders, on the other hand, who show a very limited knowledge about problems that goes beyond the local level, still express a belief to have the same problems and common opponents with peasants from other countries, even though they could not exactly specify these common problems and opponents. Despite their lack of awareness, their belief in shared interests seem to be reason enough for the peasants to link up with other peasants in transnational cooperation. 

Interestingly, we could see that peasants from SPP and NFA have many similar opinions about the need for peasants to get together in a common struggle, but the respondents from Thailand generally show a higher awareness about global problems and gave more specified explanations than the Indonesian respondents. Since we could also tell from the interviews, they are more involved in the activities in la Via Campesina than the Indonesian peasants from SPP, it gives us reason to believe that this is one of the main explanations to this difference. Three of the respondents from NFA, two of them village leaders, have personally attended international la Via Campesina meetings abroad, whereas in SPP, only the president of the organisation have ever met with other la Via Campesina representatives abroad. 

Third variable: Calculation of the outcome of acting together

In the last section of the analysis we aim to find out, whether the members of NFA and SPP motivate their involvement in international cooperation by collective benefits rather than a calculation of individual advantage or the other way round. Since our notion of solidarity includes an altruistic dimension, which can not be reduced to the calculation of individual advantage, we will again analyse the interviews to see why the peasants want their local organisations to cooperate with peasants organisations from other countries. However, it would not be realistic to expect that the peasants’ interest in international cooperation would simply be an act of good will and we want to clarify that by “individual advantage motives” we do not only refer to individuals’ personal advantage, but rather to an advantage for the own village. A “collective benefit-motives”, on the other hand, has to refer to a belief in international cooperation as a way to improve the situation for oneself, people from the own village, as well as for others. In other words, a collective benefit motive implies a belief in that peasants from different countries would be better off if they cooperate.

The classification of the motives turned out to be a more complex matter than we had imagined, and we often experienced that the same respondent expressed motives for participation in the transnational peasant movement, that both referred to a collective benefit and an individual advantage. We could also notice, that the answers sometimes differed substantially among the respondents and sometimes even between the villages, which makes it difficult to generalise the results regarding this variable, in terms of whether they expressed more or less collective benefit motives. The fact, that most village leaders only gave brief answers to our questions about transnational networking, further complicated the analysis of the interviews and to be honest, we had expected a clearer situation than we experienced in the reality, both concerning the respondents’ knowledge about transnational networks, as well as their motives for affiliating. However, we will give a brief presentation of our results of the analysis of the last variable. 

Individual advantage

During our fieldwork we soon realised that village loyalties are very strong in both Indonesia and Thailand. Although our time was too short to make any further investigations, we have reason to believe, that what makes the villagers interested in local, as well as international networking is to find ways to improve the situation inside their village. Since most members of NFA and SPP are in desperate need for basic recourses and moral support from outside, it is not surprising, that their main reason for joining the transnational movement is to get in contact with people who can help them out, or who they believe have the power to influence the national government or other opponents. Several peasants from both NFA and SPP expressed a hope to get valuable contacts with international NGOs through affiliation in transnational networks. In two of the interviews with Thai-villagers, they explicitly state that they have no interest in cooperating with people from outside their own village unless they would benefit from the cooperation, which shows that at least a few of the respondents have calculative reasons for making a common cause with outsiders.
 At the same time they seem to have a vision that peasants from all over the world will come together and support one another in the future. Most of the Thai interviewees did however have a much more positive attitude towards cooperating with people from other villages, as well as with people from other countries. 

In Indonesia, the differences between the villages in terms of the members’ view on cooperation were even more obvious than in Thailand. Traditions of local communities are very strong in Indonesia, and villages often have very different characteristics. Whereas some of the villages had a long history of a strong sense of community, peasants from other villages had always lived more separately. It was obvious that the people from villages, where loyalties were strong from heritage, showed more confidence to cooperate with people outside their own village and were more positive to international cooperation, than those from villages with experiences of distrust and inner fragmentations inside the village or even between the members in their local unit of SPP. In two of the four villages where we interviewed SPP members, they openly expressed a suspicion towards sharing ideas with outsiders, in words such as “if we teach everyone about our potato crisps project, everyone will start the same and the price will fall”
 or “it is hard to know who is an enemy and who is a friend” 

Collective benefits of cooperation

Even though the peasants’ primary goal is to get access to land for cultivation, and this is what motivates them to affiliate in international networks, we could still find evidence for a feeling of companionship with peasants experiencing a similar situation, regardless where they come from, and their sympathies for other peasants who are struggling for land were obvious, even though they have never met and do not know much about each other. A few respondents also said they believe in cooperation between all farmers, not only with those with the exact same problems. And despite the fact, that they rarely used ideological terms, all respondents actually seem to believe that all peasants would benefit from cooperation regardless of their origin. Our respondents often said that the peasants around the world need to cooperate because they could become stronger together. This shows that they believe transnational cooperation is a way to increase the collective capacity of all peasants, and that they do not only see to the individual benefit from networking. A woman from a Thai-village explained:

”We could come together in our diversity and be strong together. It gives cheerful and good spirit to cooperate with farmers in the same situation from other countries. It helps us to keep the hope”

The following quotes from Thai-peasants, all express a wish to improve the situation for peasants in general, regardless of origin. 

“The farmers from Thailand could inspire people from all over the world and teach them how to occupy lands”
. 

”We could unite like sisters and be one”
 

“Please tell that the poor people should be joint in solidarity. We need to help each other, not only by the help of NGOs. The poor should be cooperating directly.”

Similar expressions was found in the interviews with the Indonesian village leaders as well, and as we can see in the following answer from one of the group interviews, they expressed a strong willingness to give their support to peasants in other countries:

“it is important to give international support, because I don’t want other peasants in other countries to be in the same situation as Indonesian peasants.”

Summary and comparison

Because of the varying answers we got in the interviews, it is difficult to decide which motives are the most prominent ones, and if the peasants’ interest in international cooperation should be understood as a rational calculation of individual advantage or a hope for collective benefit. The answers were sometimes contradictive, and the opinions sometimes differed substantially between the respondents from different villages. We interpret this as an indication on that the local conditions inside each village matters for the respondents’ general attitude towards cooperation. The respondents also gave many different reasons to why they want to cooperate internationally, and some of them could be referred to an individual benefit whereas others had more of an altruistic character. Due to this, it was sometimes impossible to separate the calculation of individual and collective benefit from one another. Still, our interviews and other observations from the undertaken fieldwork in each country convince us, that obtaining land for production is the basic reason for these people to organise and at whatever level of cooperation, local, national or international. Probably, this issue will always be the focus, at least among the village leaders. However, this does not necessarily exclude the possibility for an altruistic dimension in the respondents’ motivation to link up with the international peasants movement, and despite the fact, that everyone we interviewed hoped that international networks will help solving their individual and local problems, we also noticed that the willingness to join with peasants in a global movement, was motivated by a hope that all peasants would get more influence and a better situation in the future. Keeping in mind that international networking implies a high risk for the people involved, it is remarkable, that all of the peasants we interviewed in some way expressed a hope that international networking will increase the collective power of the peasants of the world and increase their potential to bring about an end to their neglected rights. People who involve in international networks or protest movements in general, get easily pointed out as traitors by authorities and national governments as well as the public in these countries. Considering the all this, their positive attitude to international cooperation is rather surprising, and the fact, that they seem to care about people far away in different countries inclines that the peasants do hope for a collective benefit from the transnational cooperation.

Peasants’ attitudes towards la Via Campesina

Up until now, we have described the peasants’ general attitude towards transnational cooperation, and what changes they believe the transnational cooperation could bring about in the future. However, although we could see that all respondents see a reason to join the  international peasant movement, what have been described so far refer to statements about transnational cooperation in general and not about la Via Campesina specifically. Therefore, we will now pay attention to what the respondents said about the cooperation within la Via Campesina. Since our primary interest was the grassroots solidarity within this organisation, we found it necessary to look more closely to the peasants attitude towards la Via Campesina and by doing this, we found some contradictive results. Interestingly, we could see, that the respondents’ view on la Via Campesina seldom correlated with their generally positive view upon building transnational networks and as we will see, their opinions about the current cooperation within la Via Campesina were in fact surprisingly critical. However, due to our prior conclusion of the village leaders’ lack of awareness about la Via Campesina, we can only refer to the interviews with the higher leaders in this section of the paper and their opinions about the existing transnational peasant movement. The results from SPP in Indonesia and NFA in Thailand differed in a few aspects, and since the organisations are also linked to la Via Campesina in different ways, we will describe the results separately for each of the two organisations.

Staying within la Via Campesina, Indonesia
“Via Campesina doesn’t include the people and FSPI never face the people. Their strategy cant push the people! They have to meet with them and include more people in the future.” 

The interviews with higher leaders in SPP incline that they have the same opinions about the existent cooperation within la Via Campesina. They all express a deep discontent with Via Campesina, and the most common arguments are that Via Campesina has failed to include the people into the international activities and that there is no synergy between the global campaigns and the problems at the local level.
 All of them think that la Via Campesina focuses too much on global issues and international campaigns and too little on agrarian reforms and argue, that the coordination between the local and the global level has to be improved. One of the higher leaders express more of the national and international cooperation should focus on the local level, since the local and global problems do not correlate:

“they chose to do their campaigns about global issues, like environmental problems, food security and privatization. Those questions are important, but are not rooted at the local level”.

Furthermore, three of the five higher leaders pointed at problems inside Via Campesina, and the lack of representation and accountability.
 From the rest of our interviews and other observations we could also see, that most of the SPP members are totally excluded from all activities and coordination in the national and international networks and as we have already seen, some of them do not even know that these organisations exists, nor that SPP are an affiliated member. Despite the fact, that SPP actually is a member of the national organisation, FSPI, and thereof an indirect member of la Via Campesina, most of the villagers have never had any contact with any of these movements. The exclusion of the local organisation members in the national and international cooperation, was an often discussed issue among the higher leaders and leaders expressed a lot of criticism.
Interestingly though, four out of the five interviewed higher leaders still want SPP to stay inside the networks in the future, even though they think that FSPI and Via Campesina do not manage to address the local members’ interests. This rather contradictive statement however, was explained by a hope for a change in the future and that they need to stay as a member in order to be able to push for a change of these inequalities.
 Another argument was that there are no alternatives to Via Campesina, since it is the only existing international grassroots cooperation today.
 
Even though the interviews with SPP members clearly indicate a strong criticism towards Via Campesina, our own experiences and observations from the fieldwork gives us a reason to believe that the relation to the national organisation is one of the main reasons to the bad coordination with Via Campesina. In fact, there is more or less an open conflict between FSPI on the one hand and a newly formed national network of peasant organisations on the other, where SPP also are involved.
 Several interviews with NGO activists and people from the academy also pointed out the tense relation between the two sides, and expressed a concern about the consequences for the national as well as the international coordination between the local peasant organisations.
 In an interview with an Indonesian professor at the Institute of Agriculture at the University of Bogor (IPB) he argued, that this obvious fraction between peasants groups are a common feature of Indonesian civil society, and explains that although it is in the end a consequence, these fractions often appears due to personal relations between the NGO activists and influential key leaders who are involved in the peasant movement. The poor coordination between the local and the international level could therefore to a great extent depend on an inadequate national coordination, since all cooperation within Via Campesina is coordinated by FSPI. But the question about how Via Campesina is coordinated in the member countries gets criticised as well. One of the coordinators as well as the president of SPP critise for example, that Via Campesina chose their own representatives within each country, and never care about the grassroots organisations and local problems. 
“Via Campesina just care about FSPI and not about the people. And it is the same in other countries.”
 

“We  the members, should be able to chose our representatives.”

Despite the tense relation to the national organisation, only one of them, a coordinator, said he want SPP to step outside in the future, if no changes will come true.

Joining la Via Campesina, Thailand
“It is only possible to unite the people if you have a common enemy, and we do. But the structure of Via need to indicate that all the member networks are free and independent to take strategy decisions by themselves.”

Although the local organisation in Thailand is not an official member of Via Campesina, the central leaders all mention the affiliation in Via Campesina spontaneously, when we asked for their view on national and international cooperation. They clearly explain, that even though NFA are not official members, they do already coordinate with Via Campesina. However, the interviewed leaders do not agree on whether NFA should become an official member or not, although they all stress the importance to involve in international coordination. Despite the fact, that only one of the four leaders we interviewed express a negative view towards a membership, our presence at meetings and discussions within the organisation made us aware of the obvious dispute within NFA concerning the intensions of a future membership. Some of the central leaders are concerned that the conflict might even lead to fragmentations within the organisation. At the time of our fieldwork, a meeting was held in Chiang Mai, where people’s organisations from all over Thailand came in order to discuss the future membership in Via Campesina. As we had the opportunity to attend this meeting, we got aware, that even though most organisations were positive towards a membership, many delegates were of different opinion. Among the ones, who were most sceptical, some were representatives from NFA.
 Apparently, the underlying reason against affiliation, is a fear of being dominated by other organisations in Via Campesina, and several delegates at the meeting pointed out that they have to protect the independence and autonomy of their movement. In an interview with one of the participants at this meeting, who opposed membership in la Via Campesina, he explained that however important it is to build alliances at different levels, within Thailand as well as internationally, NFA is under the existing conditions not yet ready affiliate in la Via Campesina. He further explained, that the gap between the local and international level is still too vast to bridge, and that the organisation has to become stronger before a membership should be considered.
 

In the case of the village leaders from NFA, they seemed to have very limited access to information about international networking. Probably, this is partly a result of poor communication within the local organisations, and partly due to the old hierarchical structures between the peasants inside the movement. One problem with the information was pointed out by a central leaders in NFA, who told us that it “stops at the regional level, and never reaches the villagers”.
 

“The villagers would get very confused, since they know nothing about international cooperation or globalisation”. 

“they are so far from the village level, so they can dominate others in the same movement”

Another leader explained that the reason to why some leaders in NFA oppose the membership in Via Campesina is not because they do not believe in international coordination. It is just because they do not see their own role in the movement and how they can benefit from membership.

Summary and comparison
When summing up the results of the analysis of the interviews concerning Via Campesina, we have seen that the awareness about la Via Campesina is very limited among the village leaders in NFA as well as in SPP. Almost none of them seemed to have an insight of the cooperation inside the movement and by consequence, we were only able to take the interviews with higher leaders into account, when examining their attitude towards the movement. What are the higher leaders opinions about la Via Campesina then? Do they seem to agree upon affiliation? Well, we could see, that even though the higher leaders were positive towards international cooperation in general, they had different opinions about the membership in la Via Campesina. In Indonesia, the respondents gave us a view of their somewhat contradictive opinions about Via Campesina, and we could see that even though all of the higher leaders expressed a strong criticism against the movement in the interviews, all but one of them definitely wanted SPP to stay within la Via Campesina. Within NFA, we could see a lively debate about la Via Campesina, and even though three of the four leaders we interviewed agreed upon the membership, one of them instead wanted NFA to stay outside the movement. Further, another obvious outcome of the analysis, was the demand for more response from Via Campesina to the local members, which was expressed by both the Indonesian and Thai leaders. They all pointed at the unequal power relations inside the organisation and asked for increased representation and accountability, as well as inclusion of the local members.

Summary of results
The result from the analysis of each of the three variable is summarised in the diagram below. It shows the respondents’ attitudes towards transnational cooperation, in terms of the three variables used in this analysis. The results have been divided into four categories, depending on the respondents’ origin and position in their local organisation. The diagram also illustrates the differences in awareness among higher and lower leaders on the first two variables. As we can see, there are obvious similarities between the results from Thailand and Indonesia. All respondents were willing to affiliate in transnational cooperation, but the awareness of the existing cooperation differed a lot between higher leaders and village leaders in both Thailand and Indonesia. Further, they all seemed to recognise that peasants from different countries have a shared group interest based on shared problems, but the awareness of these problems were low among the village leaders. Still however, even though they could not specify them, they still believed that peasants do have shared problems. The higher leaders on the other hand, had a higher awareness of these shared problems, and they could as well point out recognisable opponents at the transnational level. Moving on to the third variable, we could see, that the higher leaders predicted a collective benefit from transnational cooperation to a greater extent than did the village leaders. Despite the fact, that the village leaders mostly referred to local benefits as a predicted outcome of transnational cooperation, they also believed in collective benefits in terms of increased capacity for all peasants when getting together. 

	
	NFA
	
	SPP
	

	
	Higher leaders
	Village leaders
	Higher leaders
	Village leaders

	Willingness to affiliate 
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Awareness of current transnational coop.


	High
	Low
	High
	Low

	Recognition of shared problems/opponents
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Awareness of shared problems/opponents
	High
	Low
	High
	Low

	Collective benefit motives
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes


Diagram 1: Summary of results for each of the three variables and the respondents’ awareness about la Via Campesina.

IV. Conclusions and discussion

Now, when all our results have been put together, how should we interpret these results in terms of grassroots solidarity within la Via Campesina? And what are the practical and theoretical lessons learned from our research? Even though we had no previous experience from field research and had limited time and resources to conduct our field study, we have been able to come to some conclusions that we believe are of relevance for la Via Campesina as an organisation as well as for the theoretical discourse about transnational social movements. The fact, that our results from two different local organisations showed many similarities, despite the obvious differences in the international involvement, gives further support to our conclusions.

The interviews with peasants from the two organisations were similar in several aspects, among which the most obvious was that the higher leaders from both organisations had much more knowledge about the transnational cooperation, and that they were more involved in international activities, than the lower leaders. This obvious difference needs to be considered when drawing conclusions about the peasants’ feeling of solidarity.

Considering that we interviewed local peasants leaders from remote parts of Indonesia and Thailand, living a quiet life in small communities together with their closest family and neighbours and without much contact outside the village, it is remarkable that we could see that all respondents generally have a positive view towards transnational cooperation. Their interest in international networks is also noteworthy, considering that most of the respondents know almost nothing about each other and have little opportunities to meet or to keep contacts in any way. Remember also, that even the respondents that we have defined as “higher leaders”, come from small villages and usually have no or a low degree of education, and most of them cannot even read or write. 

In terms of solidarity, this indicates that the interviewed peasants feel solidarity with other peasants, even those who live in other parts of the world. But before drawing any conclusions about the respondents feeling of a transnational solidarity, we also need to take all their motives for cooperation into account. Let us therefore remind ourselves of the results from the second and third indicators on solidarity.
As we could see, the higher leaders were well aware of common problems and common opponents and held this for a main reason to affiliate in the transnational cooperation. The village leaders on the other hand, who did not show the same awareness about common problems and common opponents as the higher leaders, only expressed a belief in having the same problems and opponents with peasants in other countries. In line with our initial assumptions, that the recognition of shared problems and common opponents is an important feature of solidarity, the evident lack of awareness of shared problems among the village leaders, and their inability to point out recognisable opponents complicates the interpretation of the results. However, in our opinion it is the peasants’ subjective recognition of shared problems with others, that is important in terms of their feeling of solidarity, rather than the awareness of an objective shared interest observed from the outside. And both higher and lower leaders clearly expressed this by their belief in common problems, wherefore we interpret the respondents’ belief in shared problems with other peasants as a sign of solidarity.

However, we cannot conclude that the peasants feel solidarity within the transnational peasant movement, unless we have taken the respondents’ calculated outcome from acting together into consideration. As we have seen, solving the local land conflicts is the most prominent reason for involving in the local as well as in the transnational cooperation, and also to get help to solve their local problems. Again, the difference in awareness becomes relevant for our interpretation of the results. Probably the higher leaders mentioned collective benefits from cooperating more often than the village leaders because they knew more about shared problems and what the transnational cooperation could actually bring about. But still, we do not want to reduce the village leaders’ willingness to cooperate to be just a calculation of individual benefit, since we could see from our analysis of the interviews, that they did also believe that peasants could strengthen their capacity and increase their collective power if they unite. Even though there is probably a calculation of individual advantage behind their willingness to cooperate in transnational networks, their motives also refer to a collective benefit for peasants around the world. Our conclusion from this is, that even though village loyalties seem to be very strong within both NFA and SPP, the respondents feeling of solidarity actually seems to stretch beyond the local and national level.

Although we could witness a sometimes strong scepticism towards sharing ideas between the villages, especially in the villages where the bonds of loyalty were stronger from heritage, we rather want to stress our observations of the impact the membership in the local organisation seemed to have on the members. We could see that the peasants all put a lot of value in their local organisations, and that their membership seems to have given them a spirit to keep up their struggle and a belief to bring about change. Their belief in the organisations seemed to have given them both a new confidence and a sense of belonging. Since we could see that all village leaders actually do want to extend their cooperation outside their villages and local organisations, perhaps their membership in NFA and SPP could be an entry point to open up for a wider sense of belonging, that stretches beyond the local level? 

Now, we have reached a point when it is time to draw a conclusion about our main question raised about the grassroots solidarity within the global peasant movement, Via Campesina. When taking all the indicators on solidarity from our analytic model into account, how should we interpret the summarised results of our field work? In a more general sense, our results clearly indicate that the grassroots peasants feel solidarity with peasants in other countries, based on their wish to cooperate together in international networks, on their belief to have the same problems and enemies and, finally, because they show a believe in collective benefits for all peasants involved in the transnational movement. By this we draw the conclusion that a grassroots solidarity exist among peasants affiliated in la Via Campesina. However, the awareness about la Via Campesina as such is very limited among grassroots members. Therefore, this solidarity is not directly a solidarity between la Via Campesina members but rather a general solidarity that stretches beyond this movement. The peasants we have interviewed have, despite their lack of awareness about global processes as well as about peasants’ conditions in other countries, expressed a firm belief, that peasants from all over the world could have a lot to learn from one another, and perhaps this belief does only originate from a general feeling of having something in common, just because they are peasants.

Then, is la Via Campesina a solidarity movement with roots at local levels? Considering that most of the peasants we interviewed did not even know about being affiliated in this movement, the solidarity is probably based on a deeper sense of identification among peasants in general rather than their membership in la Via Campesina.

Problems during the research process

As a consequence of the lack of awareness about la Via Campesina, large sections of this paper has dealt with the peasants’ interest in international networking in general, rather than their attitude towards la Via Campesina specifically. Still, the fact that village leaders do not know much about la Via Campesina, should be considered as an important revelation of our research, since it is a concrete sign of the poor foundation among the local organisations. Speaking about grassroots inclusion, it shows that most members at the grassroots level are not much involved, but rather excluded from the transnational coordination. Despite the fact, that the two local peasant organisations studied in this paper do coordinate with Via Campesina, the information about the transnational cooperation does not seem to reach out to the grassroots members in the villages.
Since researchers always have to reflect upon in what way they might have affected their respondents when they do interviews, it is relevant to ask ourselves, how we believe we affected the respondents during our field work. For example, did the respondents try to give us a more positive picture of their attitude of international networks, since they thought that was the answers we wanted? Were the selected peasants representative for all peasants in the local organisations, or did we happen to interview peasants with a higher interest in international networking than the average peasant? These are common problems when doing a study based on a few interviews, and perhaps especially prominent in our research, since we both made a limited number of interviews and only were able to control the selection partly. However, these were circumstances we could not effect, due to our poor knowledge of the local languages and inadequate notion of local conditions and we are still content with the way we could proceed with the interviews. We deliberately chose to interview members with a higher position in the organisations, rather than ordinary members, since we assumed that they would have more comments on international networking. The fact, that most contacts outside the organisations were coordinated by people from the local NGOs, we have reason to believe that this further increase the possibility that the peasants we have spoken to have more knowledge about international networking than the general member. Our experience is, that peasants who had personal contacts with NGO-activists, tended to be more included in the local organisations and also had more information about international networking. Spending time in the villages and attending meetings have at the same time given us a certain understanding of the local organisations as a whole, that would have been impossible if only doing a few interviews, and we have tried to balance the information we got from the interviews with our experiences from local meetings and other observed impressions when drawing our conclusions.

A possible shortcoming of our analysis is that we have limited our analysis to involve three variables only, and we did not take any alternative variables into account when analysing the interviews, which could also have been of relevance for our ability to examine the peasants’ feeling of solidarity. A possible alternative motive to why the peasants wanted to involve in international cooperation though, although not expressed in words in the interviews, could be that they predict to achieve the same positive experiences from international cooperation, as they have experienced from the local cooperation. The membership in the local organisations have given them a chance to meet with others in the same situation, and it has also brought many new contacts with activists from supportive NGOs and students movements, who have in many cases contributed to an improved local situation. Through the local networks the peasants have further got education about their legal rights, how to develop the organisation and the to cultivate the lands. Most obvious of course, is the fact, that they have now got access to farming land. We believe, that their possibility to evaluate the experience from the local cooperation, and that they have actually got something good out of their affiliation in the local organisation, is probably one of the main reasons to why they are also positive to international cooperation. However, we do not believe it would have affected our overall conclusions of their feeling of solidarity.

Implications for la Via Campesina
Although we could not study all local member organisations of la Via Campesina, our findings from two local organisations that do at present coordinate with the organisation, showed many similar features. The obvious similarities in the results between NFA and SPP indicates that the tendencies we have observed are likely to be present in several of the other local member organisations, and therefore we believe that our results are relevant for la Via Campesina as a whole. We can only speculate in the reasons to why the organisations showed so many similarities, but one possible reason could be that the people from the local NGOs that are closely related to NFA and SPP respectively, works in the same way. 

Since la Via Campesina aims to unite the grassroots peasants of the world, we find it remarkable that the respondents actually showed an interest in transnational coordination and expressed a feeling of general solidarity with other peasants in the world, although they are not much included in Via Campesina today, and know nothing about it.

But we also need to be aware of that building a solid transnational movement is a complex process, which takes time, and la Via Campesina is still a young movement. Generally, the local member organisations have little experiences from organising and come from developing countries where civil society is still weak. Since there is an obvious gap between the local and global level, though, it is important to reflect upon how it would be possible to achieve a synergy between these levels, and to keep up this discussion when the coordination of activities and strategies are being planned among the representatives of the organisation management. 

The indications on inequalities between different levels of the transnational peasant movement, found in our research, further supports general concerns about the unequal power relations within transnational civil society that have been raised by certain scholars. On the other hand it opposes the assumption, that such inequalities are not very likely to exist within social movement. Our results indicate that inequalities does exist within social movements as well, and therefore should get more attention by researchers in further research on transnational social movements. 

Our findings do in many ways go against the general picture of transnational social movements as representatives of marginalized groups in society, brought to us by the media and previous literature on transnational social movements. Although aiming to increase the power of the grassroots, we want to stress, that these movements still face many internal problems, and that that their demands are not necessarily deeply rooted among the grassroot members, as our research show. 

We believe, that the capacity of a transnational social movement depend on the organisers’ ability to include the local people into the movement, and how they manage to combine a global agenda with the local level problems. Even though it is not possible to include every member into the global movement, we think it would be very useful for the transnational movement to listen to the demands of their grassroots members, who say they want to learn more about other peasants around the world, and that they want to be more included. Despite the many obstacles, it is important to find alternative ways of coordination so that the members will feel included and keep believing that acting together can make a difference. 

Our study intended to contribute to the literature about transnational social movements by providing empirical information to the theoretical debate. We also intended to fill in an empirical gap by selecting two case studies from South East Asia, an area that has rarely been covered within the literature of transnational activism before. We hope that we have been able to increase the awareness about the characteristics of the global peasant movement, in a Southeast Asian civil society view as well as widened the understanding of the important role played by local NGOs when organising set back groups in these societies.
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Appendix I

Interview Questionnare
1. Background information, name, position, etc.

2. Do you think it is important to organise the people in the village in NFA/SPP? Why? Why did you join? How did you get in contact with NFA/SPP? 

3. Do you cooperate with other villages within the organisation? How? Is it important to cooperate with people from other villages, why? How can you help each other?

4. How has the situation in the village changed since you joined the organisation? In what way? Good and bad aspects?

5. How do the people in your village take part in NFA/SPP? Do you go to meetings? Other activities? How often? How do you get information about the work of NFA/SPP and activities? Are you content with the information exchange? 

6. Do you think it is important that the peasants in Thailand/Indonesia take part in regional or national networks? Why? Is it a good thing to expand the existing networks? Would you like NFA/SPP to be part of larger networks in the future? How can they make a difference? Positive negative aspects?
7. Do you think that it is important for the peasants cooperate with peasants in other countries? Why? Why not? Can they make a difference? Positive negative aspects?
8. Do you think that it is important that NFA/SPP takes part in international networks? Why? Why not? How can it make a difference? What are the consequences from international networking?
9. Did you ever take part in a national meeting or in a meeting with peasants from other countries? Do you know anyone who did? How did the village benefit?

10. Would you be interested in getting closer contacts with peasants in other parts of Thailand/Indonesia or in other countries? Why? Why not? How can it make a difference?
11. Would you like SPP/NFA to increase the international cooperation in the future? Why? Why not? Decrease? Would you like NFA/SPP to stay within existing networks?
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