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			The air no longer reaches your lungs, the gas cloud disorients you, your eyes expand inside their sockets, you would be paralysed if the footfalls of the military boots, the sound of grenade launchers and the roar of Jeeps did not push you to run and keep fleeing, into dead ends, to pre-adolescents with stones in their hands. Suddenly, right before losing consciousness, a boy appears around a corner with an onion in his hand and he places it under your nose. Suddenly, you inhale deeply and your entire respiratory tract opens up. You find the strength to run a few more metres, escape the pursuit and take refuge in a doorway. In fact, the racket had nothing to do with you. We are just tourists who found ourselves trapped in the repression of the demonstrations that heralded the first Palestinian Intifada. It was the autumn of 1987 at the exit of the Damascus Gate in East Jerusalem.

			Four years later I returned to that scene, now as a reporter, to see the happiness of those young Palestinians celebrating as Saddam Hussein’s inoffensive Scud missiles fell onto Israeli soil by shooting into the air from their rooftops. Even though I had a complete personal survival kit against any kind of chemical attack – gasmask and several doses of self-injectables – I did not feel as safe as with that miraculous half-onion.

			The image did not come back to me until quite recently. As I was reading one of those anonymous blogs by the Iranian opposition that are sprouting up on the Web, an activist recommended that the demonstrators carry cut onions in their pockets to deal with the teargas sprayed by Ahmadinejad’s police force. Curiously, the Iranian blogger told his fellow activists that he had been given the recipe by a reporter seasoned in Gaza. So it turns out that in 20 years the only thing in the photo that has not evolved is the discreet onion in one hand, because the other no longer carries the stones of the Intifada as a symbolic defensive weapon. Instead, the other hand holds a mobile phone with a camera to condemn the brutality of the Iranian regime’s police force in real time on the social networks.

			I have used this story as a metaphor to illustrate what ‘glocalisation’ (think global, act local) has turned into since personalities like the German environmentalist Manfred Lange, the Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman and the controversial American Pulitzer Prize winner Thomas Friedman began to spread the ‘glocal’ concept in the 1990s as an antidote to the uniformity of globalisation.

			The citizen uprisings against the repression in Gaza, the election coup in Teheran, the failure of the climate change summit in Copenhagen, the G-20’s inability to stanch the financial crisis in Chicago, Berlusconi’s impunity in Rome, the closure of independent television stations in Caracas and the environmental impact of the Winter Olympics in Vancouver are not coordinated actions aimed at destabilising a unipolar world controlled by the large corporations, which divvy up the pie of the global market. Rather, they are the symptoms of a global exhaustion with the lack of solutions to all sorts of conflicts: armed, financial and environmental.

			Going back to the initial metaphor, the boots of the Tsahal soldiers symbolise the forced imposition of the prevailing doctrines since the end of the Cold War; the tourists, a generation of young people born after the disintegration of the Soviet bloc who have been left without political referents and through inertia drift from one place to another in a world that has become too small for them; and the Palestinian youths, a bastion of activists who, not with stones but with social networks on the Internet, rise up against resignation. So what about the onion? What does the half-onion symbolise? The local solution to a global problem which has spread far and wide as a best practice. The onion is glocalisation.

			Given the lack of charismatic, enthused leaders (still waiting to see what will come of Barack Obama’s mandate in the White House), committed citizens had turned to civic movements like the World Social Forum in the hopes that they could catalyse not only the discontent and protest but also innovative management of the crises that are looming over the planet. However, the frustration being aroused by the impotence of seeing how the international community refuses to equip itself with mechanisms that require the states to honour protocols like Kyoto, the Millennium Development Goals and the commitments to cooperation aid, and by seeing how the United Nations is incapable of reforming itself and adapting to the new times, has plunged social activism into a ennui that only the Web manages to spontaneously break.

			If recipes aren’t found and imaginative solutions aren’t applied by multilateral organisations, world powers, emerging countries or social movements in order to move towards a better world, we must surely go down yet another rung and address glocalisation from education itself. But this should be done not merely by conveying values, rather by disseminating good practices.

			If we rethink glocalisation, if we think about new forms of onion that can allow fresh air in, if we reglocalise ourselves, perhaps citizens educated in the best practices of glocalisation will be able to find the remedies to the overlapping crises that the G-20 and its cohorts are not offering us. And we will be able to choose whether we want a world that uses the marines to give shape to the phantasms of terror in Afghanistan, or a world that asks these same marines to disembark in Port-au-Prince with all their technology to succour the earthquake victims in Haiti.
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