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United we stand, divided we fall—it’s an 
old cliché, but when talking about access 
to fresh water in Asia and the Pacific 
region, it’s worth reminding ourselves 
how imperative it is to work together, 
within countries and across borders, to 
share and protect this precious resource. 
Like water, our forests recognise 
no boundaries, but they are equally 
vulnerable and play such an important 
part in our region’s commonly shared 
ecosystem. They, too, need a united front 
to protect and restore our forests for the 
common good.

Taken together, water and forests are 
two of Mother Nature’s children. 

This month, the world and our Asia-
Pacific region observe two special days, 
back to back: International Day of Forests 
on March 21, and World Water Day on 
March 22. 

While each day has its own theme—
“Forests and Innovation” and “Water for 
Peace”—their natural bond is evident 
and essential. The latter reminds us that 

water can be a tool for peace, but unfair 
advantage by one country or community, 
or lack of access to water, can spark and 
intensify conflict and hostility. Likewise, 
neglect and over-exploitation of forests 
can lead to land disputes that can spill 
across borders and impact communities, 
particularly those of the Indigenous 
peoples in our region.

This is why countries in Asia and the 
Pacific need to work together to protect 
and enhance our common forest and 
water resources for this generation, and 
for those still to come. 

From the perspective of forests and 
water’s link to agrifood systems in Asia 
and the Pacific—the systems that provide 
us with the nutrition we need each day to 
survive and thrive—the stakes are high. 
In this region, water resources form the 
basis of agrarian prosperity and economic 
development. The vast majority of 
aquaculture produced in the world comes 
from this region, as just one example.

Yet, more than 90 percent of this 
region’s population is on the brink 
of a water crisis, with water scarcity 
increasing across Asia and the Pacific. 
Transboundary water resources add a 

layer of complexity to the water scarcity 
challenges, with over 780 million people 
depending on transboundary rivers in the 
region.

And so governance of these shared 
water resources is vital for sustaining 
livelihoods, agriculture, and development, 
as well as for securing regional and 
international peace and prosperity. 
However, national water policy and 
regulatory responses in the Asia-Pacific 
region are often limited and, in some 
cases, not effectively operationalised in 
practice. Meantime, transboundary water 
treaties and institutions need greater 
political support. 

Hence, there is an urgent need to 
support countries in building stronger 
policy frameworks to navigate water 
scarcity, ensure inclusion in water 
management decisions, collect data, and 
establish sustainable and equitable water 
allocation systems. Working together, 
with shared commitments and actions, 
water and peace can coexist. 

In this region, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) of the United Nations 
has established an FAO Asia-Pacific 
Water Scarcity Programme to bring water 
use to within sustainable limits. FAO is 
also helping to improve transboundary 
cooperation for effective management 
of shared water resources, working with 
eight countries in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Reducing degradation of forests 
goes hand in hand with securing water 
resources. In forestry, FAO has worked 
with partners to compile a range of 
innovative technologies in the forest 
sector. Many of these innovations are 
being successfully applied in the region. 
Examples include the use of drones 
and advanced remote sensing in forest 
management. Many countries in this 
region, with help from FAO, are deploying 
geospatial technologies for strengthening 
national forest monitoring.

Such innovations are important in the 
context of promoting sustainable supply 
and use of forest ecosystem services 
and crucial for advancing a sustainable 
bioeconomy. Employing them further can 
help achieve many other objectives too, 
like mapping and securing customary 
land, which can empower the region’s 
Indigenous peoples.

Indeed, innovative approaches under 
the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 
can contribute one-third of the total 
climate mitigation needed to limit 
warming to below two degrees Celsius by 
2030, while boosting food security and 
livelihoods.

We can already see the power of research 
and science and how they are pushing the 
boundaries of what we can do to protect 
and make better use of our forests and 
our water resources. By doing so, we can 
provide significant socioeconomic and 
environmental benefits for countries in 
the Asia and Pacific region.

Let’s work together to help Mother 
Nature’s children not only survive, but 
thrive.

Protecting nature 
in the Asia-Pacific

JONG-JIN KIM

Jong-Jin Kim
 is assistant director-general and 

regional representative at Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the 

United Nations.

There is an urgent need 
to support countries 
in building stronger 

policy frameworks to 
navigate water scarcity, 

ensure inclusion in water 
management decisions, 

collect data, and establish 
sustainable and equitable 
water allocation systems. 
Working together, with 

shared commitments and 
actions, water and peace 

can coexist.

1
To begin with, poetry can never be defined 
either definitively or adequately. Thus, there 
cannot but be continuous attempts to define 
poetry itself. The great 19th-century French 
poet Paul Valery once observed, “Most people 
have such a vague idea about poetry that 
this vague feeling itself is their definition 
of poetry.” But then one can quickly trace 
its etymology. The word “poetry” is derived 
from the Greek word poiesis, which means 
“creating” or “making.” Poets are creators. 
It’s not for nothing that the great mediaeval 
Bangla poet Syed Alaol asserts that poets are 
God’s genuine disciples. Initially, poetry—
as old as history—was oral. Poetry and 
music were then indivisible. But, later, the 
emergence of print capitalism contributed to 
their bifurcation, while also yanking poetry 
from the human body itself. Indeed, the 
history of poetry is the history of mutations, 
metamorphoses, and movements as well as 
experiments and even iconoclasms, ruptures 
and inaugurations, among other things.

2
 But why cannot poetry be concretely 

defined? One perspective—rooted as it is 
in a specific Sufi tradition of poetics in the 
Arab world and South Asia—suggests that 
in its creative, expressive enactment of 
sounds, signs, and symbols, poetry offers 
the thresholds of the impossible, the silences 
surrounding the unsayable, the nuances of the 
infinitesimal and the infinite, the truth of the 
“one plus one equals the One” (as represented 
by the Sufi poet Mansur Al-Hallaj’s famous 
ecstatic pronouncement of Aanal Haq)—
in such a way that poetry ranges beyond 
the borders and boundaries of definition, 
comprehension, and even translation. But 
then, in this instance, the mysterious, the 
metaphysical, the magical, the musical, even 
the mathematical, and the poetic intersect 
and interact to provide a new experience that 
calls for a new mode of being in the world.   

3
 Yet, poetry is a concrete signifying and 

sensuous practice that words the world and 
worlds the word. But what is the “concrete,” 
after all? As Karl Marx maintains in the 
Grundrisse, “The concrete is concrete because 
it is the concentration of many determinations, 
hence the unity of the diverse.” In this sense, 
then, there are poems in the world—and there 
are worlds in the poems—that are concrete. 
And I believe in the worldliness of poetry, 
always jazzed up by the dialectical dance of 
imagination, while I also keep thinking of the 
poetry of worldly things—concrete things. 
And as I have maintained elsewhere, I think 
of Pablo Neruda’s famous odes to things. I 
think of how he says, “I love things with a wild 
passion.” I think of how he cherishes tongs and 
scissors; how he adores cups, hoops, hats—
things small and things grand; how he loves 
dishes, vases, the curves of a shoe, or the glints 
of eyeglasses. He loves rings, talismans, clocks, 
compasses, coins, and, of course, the silken 
plushness of chairs. And he loves wondrous 
tables, floating ships, even broken staircases. 
And he loves buttons, cups, knives, shears—the 
velvety depths of things, or the serene surfaces 
of things, or the multitude of things crafted by 
the human hand. The tone, tune, timbre, tenor, 
and texture of the text in Neruda’s poetry also 
contributes to the creation of beauty—beauty 
born out of common, ordinary things and of 
the temperature of language itself.

4
 And I’m with the English poet WH 

Auden when he maintains, “A poet is, before 
anything else, a person who is passionately 
in love with language.” Indeed, there is no 
poetry without language. But, then, not 
every language is poetic. The language of 
accounting and business and law, for instance, 
is not necessarily the language of poetry, 
although a crazy lover like Florentino Ariza 
in Gabriel García Márquez’s novel Love in the 
Time of Cholera may attempt to make all 
those languages strangely, even shockingly 
poetic. It’s not for nothing that the Mexican 
poet Octavio Paz once put it this way, “Poetry 
is the other way of using language.” And this 
“other way” of using language—like God, like 
love, like magic, like even money—can do 
crazy, mysterious things in poetry. One may 
recall Stéphane Mallarmé—widely regarded 
as one of the most musical and philosophical 
of modern poets—for whom the poet seems 
to be also a sort of magician or alchemist of 
language. As Mallarmé observes, “Poetry is 
the expression of the mysterious sense of 
the aspects of existence by means of human 
language brought back to its essential rhythm; 
in this way it endows our everyday life with an 
authenticity and constitutes the only spiritual 
task.” And our own Mirza Asadullah Khan—
the great Ghalib—would at least partly concur 
with Mallarmé while worlding the spiritual, 
which, for Ghalib, cannot be divorced from 
the philosophical as such. 

5
 But what is the relationship between poetry 

and philosophy? I cannot resist recalling the 
leading French philosopher Alain Badiou’s 
piece “Philosophical Status of the Poem.” 
Badiou here brilliantly meditates on the three 
possible relations of philosophy—as thought—
to the poem. He takes up Parmenides, Plato, 
and Aristotle. According to Badiou, then, 
philosophy envies the poem, as in the case of 
Parmenides; philosophy excludes the poem, as 
in the case of Plato; and philosophy classifies 
the poem, as in the case of Aristotle. In other 
words, the three possible links between poetry 
and philosophy are “identifying rivalry” 
(Parmenides), argumentative distance” (Plato), 
and “aesthetic regionality” (Aristotle). Badiou 
also takes up the German philosopher Martin 
Heidegger, maintaining that he has “very 
legitimately re-established the autonomous 
function of the thought of the poem,” but by 
Badiou’s reckoning, Heidegger in the final 
instance “has only been able to revert to the 
judgement of interruption, and to restore, 
under subtle and varied names, the sacral 
authority of poetic proffering—and the idea 
that the authentic lies in the flesh of words.” 
For Badiou, to the extent that poetry is the 
thought of the presence of the present, poetry 
is no rival for philosophy. Although poetry 
and philosophy are not identical, poetry gets 
philosophical in more ways than one.
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 The Latin American revolutionary poet 

Roque Dalton’s “Ars Poetica” is a poem of three 
lines: “Poetry/ Forgive me for having helped you 
understand/ You’re not made of words alone.” 
As Claire Gebeyli, a Lebanese writer, puts it, “Of 
what use is the pen if it forgets to press down 
on people’s chests? If the words it pours forth 
are mere particles sewn and resewn on the 
body of language?” On a somewhat different 
register, the Black feminist poet Audre Lorde 
underlines the task of a poet as being one 
“to name the nameless so it can be thought.” 
Dalton, Gebeyli, and Lorde—their different 
stylistic signatures notwithstanding—
converge at least around the idea that poetry 
is more than “word-making,” more than even 
a clever play of words. Is poetry, then, a kind 
of world-making? The worlding of the word 
and the wording of the world, as was indicated 
earlier? Isn’t the poet an Orphic singer who 
brings things into being for the first time? Isn’t 
poetry also the letting go of language itself? 
These questions are not merely Heideggerian 
ones. For me, such questions, among many 
others, were already prompted by Lalon 
Fakir’s own lyrical theories of the body and 
language, although they were broached in 
different contexts.

7
 And what, then, is the relationship between 

poetry and politics? Poetry cannot be reduced 
to the political. But poetry is inherently 
political. True, as the Uruguayan poet Mario 
Benedetti states, “no dictatorship has ever 
fallen because of a sonnet.” But, then, I’m with 
James Joyce when he ardently asserts, “Poetry, 
even when apparently most fantastic, is always 
a revolt against artifice, a revolt, in a sense, 
against actuality.” It’s in the Joycean sense 
that Jibanananda Das’s ostensibly aestheticist 
“Banalata Sen” is a political poem, for its spatial 
imagination and its new mode of linguistic 
becoming or being challenge and unsettle the 
actuality of dominant linguistic “production 
relations,” if you will. But, then, poetry can 
also be deliberately political. Kazi Nazrul 
Islam’s “Bidrohi” (The Rebel), for instance, is an 
explicitly, explosively political poem—one that 
turns out to be an unrelenting revolutionary 
praxis. Let’s also recall what the Puerto Rican 
revolutionary feminist poet Iris M Zavala has 
to say, “I can only conceive of poetry as the 
expression of the shouts in the streets—those 
that are muffled, that are felt. It is placing your 
feet firmly on the ground and making the 
White House, Washington, and Wall Street 
tremble, and having the tremor reach all the 
way to Spain. A poem is an immense ‘Yes!’ to 
the wretched of the earth.” Almost similarly, 
the Nicaraguan feminist poet Rosario Murrillo 
asserts, “We make a revolution when we write a 
poem.” And Audre Lorde famously politicises 
poetry by positing it as even existentially 
urgent praxis, “For women, then, poetry is not 
a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. 
It forms the quality of the light within which 
we predicate our hopes and dreams toward 
survival and change, first made into language, 
then into idea, then into more tangible action.”

8
 Poetry has use values and (non-capitalist) 

exchange values. Poetry provides communion, 
communication, catharsis. Poetry may serve 
as a vehicle for preserving cultural heritage 
and histories through its oral and written 
traditions. And the greatest poetry in the 
world is love poetry, and love poetry is in turn 
political poetry, all of which re-creates us. 
Poetry can even radically train our senses or 
even radically educate us. Its metaphors can 
be epistemologically enabling, its images can 
be sensuously engaging, its rhythms can be 
even therapeutic. And “being” itself is rhythm. 
We ourselves are multiple, sliding, travelling 
rhythms in space and time. When we cease 
to have rhythm, we are dead. And we cease to 
have poetry, we are spiritually dead, one way 
or another.

Of poetry, philosophy, 
politics, and praxis
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