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Local  Responses  to  Global  Rationalism
Richard de Simone describes alternate strategies to technocratic managerialism that have roots in earlier periods of history. Today, through a range of small mutual-aid processes, small communities create pools of funds that meet common needs. Richard is strongly involved in a Brisbane community that assists those who are marginalised by society.

Managerialism and Economic Rationalisation form a set of beliefs that dominate the Western World. They express an ideology that values wealth over people, and views economic efficiency as more important than human need. Those who hold these views assume there is no alternative, so that the poor, the less able, racial minority groups, and those most negatively affected by these views are stuck with them. But there is a blind spot in the ideology – it ignores the capacity of ordinary people to join together for mutual support.

Prior to the development of the Welfare State, the provision of social security was largely in the hands of mutual-aid groups. An example would be the Friendly Society movement, the origins of which are now somewhat obscure but probably arose from groups of labourers meeting in inns and pubs, paying a subscription to a society for the purposes of relieving financial misery caused by death, illness or disability. Cooperative in nature, the movement emerged as a direct response to the upheavals of the agricultural and industrial revolutions and the appalling conditions faced by rural and industrial workers during those historical periods. In England, the earliest general Act dealing with Friendly Societies was passed in 1793. Some researchers note that in the early part of the nineteenth century the societies were regarded as useful organisations for lowering the poor rate, but were potentially dangerous in a political sense. Ultimately, the ‘danger’ that Friendly Societies posed to the inequities of Victorian England was that the societies pioneered a means to a more equitable society. For example, they established unemployment benefit funds, sickness benefit funds and medical benefit funds. The first Australian Friendly Society was established in 1830 and by 1900, half of all Australians were members of Friendly Societies.

These forms of assistance would later be taken up as the foundations of the modern Welfare State, and as a result, Friendly Societies declined in importance. However, the current frenzy to dismantle the Welfare State has given rise to the re-emergence of mutual-aid amongst ordinary people seeking to cope with the harsh realities of life under the dominance of economic rationalism. The following is an example of the re-emergence of long-established activities.

The Foresters ANA Friendly Society was established a century and a half ago, and over the past ten years has been developing a response to economic rationalism. The response hinges upon the values of mutual aid, social justice, ecological sustainability, and citizenship that engenders social change. Through a range of mutual-aid processes, Foresters ANA seeks to empower local and affiliated communities to create pools of capital that can be used to address their common needs. Under the broad heading of ‘community capital formation’ Foresters ANA has developed three strands of activity: Micro Finance, Mutual Services, and Social Investing.

Micro Finance involves small-scale savings, small loans, and enterprise development and has a ‘mutual’ quality that can be understood in terms of ‘every person for every person, themselves included’. Micro Finance can be understood as a form of social action, providing an alternative to mainstream financial options. People can use micro finance to become self-sufficient and by doing so, challenge the political, economic and social structures that would otherwise limit their quality of life. Micro finance has existed throughout history and across cultures. 

Mutual Services is the oldest Foresters ANA activity. The present scope of Mutual Services includes an Eco Fund, Funeral Fund, and Community Organisations Investment Service. The Eco Fund provides benefits to a contributing member to purchase or otherwise bring about ecologically sustainable improvements to that member's home or locality, through a no-interest loan. It is particularly useful for people on low incomes who cannot accumulate capital. The Community Organisations Investment Service has been developed to assist community groups to secure the best possible returns on their funds. It involves combining the funds of many organisations so that a higher rate of return can be achieved with fewer fees and charges.

Social Investing. The Society has three major social investment mechanisms: Foresters ANA Ethical Investment Bond; Ethical Superannuation Fund, and a Charitable Trust. Investments from these funds are governed by guidelines that seek to ensure investments do not harm the earth, people or communities.

These mutual initiatives are a small part of what is believed to be a resurgence of people power, a means by which ordinary people can join together for mutual support and have control in important aspects of their lives, rather than having them controlled by ideologies that dominate corporations and governments.


