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“When we peel away the misleading idea of one giant ‘Economic System’, 

we can begin to see the workings of many different kinds of economies 

that are alive and well, supporting us below the surface. These are not 

the economies of stock brokers and the ‘expert’ economists. These are 

our economies, people’s economies, the economies that we build with our 

everyday lives and relationships...

Solidarity Economics begins here, with the realization that alternative 

economies already exist; that we as creative and skilled people have 

already created different kinds of economic relationships in the very belly 

of the capitalist system. We have our own forms of wealth and value 

that are not defined by money. Instead of prioritizing competition and 

profit-making, these economies place human needs and relationships at 

the center. They are the already-planted seeds of a new economy, an 

economy of co-operation, equality, diversity and self-determination; a 

solidarity economy.”

 Ethan Miller

Author of ‘Solidarity Economics’ 
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We need to question our prevalent capitalist economic 
system more deeply and intensively. If we take the trouble to 
join the dots, we find that it is connected to many of the ills 
of our world - be it the rampant ecological destruction, the 
ever increasing urban sprawl, aggression against women and 
the underprivileged, or an oppressive and frenzied education 
system. We also need to study alternatives and ways to take 
our own positive steps towards dealing with them. 

When we scratch the surface and discover the myths 
underlying the capitalist system, we realize how much the 
crises of today have emerged from the erroneous foundations 
it is built on. One of them is the belief that human beings 
are intrinsically selfish beings – which led to the economic 
principle that self-interest is the human quality that can best 
drive development.  Another myth is that competition and 
survival of the fittest are realities that we have to helplessly 
accept. And yet another is that early societies were ‘simple’ 
and that money was invented to improve on the barter 
system that existed earlier.

Today, science informs us that co-operation has a much 
larger role to play than competition in Nature as well as in 
human nature. It is believed now that Darwin’s theory was 
used to suit the compulsions of the corporates and the 
powerful. 

Several anthropologists say that what was much more 
common than the barter system in early societies – and 
still is common in many parts of the world is an economy 
substantially driven by gifts. According to Marcel Mauss, a 
social anthropologist who wrote the short book The Gift in 
1925, gifts in early societies had complex layers of meanings 
– personal and social, economic, political, religious etc. 

Most early societies probably did not barter, but shared 
and gave and received gifts as their customs and rituals 
dictated. Most of all, the gift in pre-industrial societies, while 
it created an obligation on the receiver to reciprocate to 
the giver, yet bound the two in a relationship. Today, when 

Economics for the Future
something is sold, it is just a thing which does not help 
us relate to the one who made or gave  it. Also in these 
societies, as in the north-western Native American and the 
Polynesian, there were sometimes customs of competition 
– of a different kind: the biggest heroes were the ones that 
gave the most and thereby possessed the least. 

They may not have studied or theorized about economics, 
but the net effect of their customs of exchange seemed to 
ensure that there was neither excessive accumulation of 
wealth nor extreme poverty. They were wiser than us.

From Vedic times, in India too, the Rishi who owned 
next to nothing but was considered wise and enlightened 
was revered greatly, even more than the King. Renunciation 
and simple living was the mark of the wise. The Bhagavat 
Gita’s principle message is Nishkama Karma, to put in 
efforts, not for rewards, not for money, but for the sake 
of the work itself. Athithi Devo Bhavah (the guest is like a 
god) is a principle of hospitality that is still followed today 
in India , especially in the villages, even if it is often within 
the boundaries of a community. 

In India as well as other countries, a large part of 
‘services’ people give each other, work done and gifts given 
by family members - women particularly, friends and others 
show us the power of the gift to build relationship and 
community – which actually form the underlying context 
on which the capitalist economy thrives. 

Understanding early societies helps us realise that our 
industrial capitalist free-market system is not the only 
possible one for humankind. Primarily, we need an economic 
system in the future that helps build just communities and 
minimizes exploitation of the Earth or other humans.  

In this issue, we present perspectives on money, 
economics and gift culture by Satish Kumar, Charles 
Eisenstien and Manish Jain as well as stories of many 
wonderful people who gifted their time and energy for a 
cause they believed in.
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EternalBhoomi Issue No. 15  -  July - September 2013
Eternal Bhoomi is committed to bringing you holistic perspectives on Nature and sustainability 
from renowned writers and thinkers as well as practical ideas and examples of earth conscious 
living from people around the world

Community is woven from gifts:
 We are part of the early stages of a movement away from the globalised capitalist economic system which has
 almost overpowered the global human population and the whole eco-system of our planet. Almost. An important
 strand of this movement is of the gift economy - which several thinkers are exploring along with other multiple
  ways of healing and re-building communities that are more ecologically wise.
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To Build Community,          
    an Economy of Gifts 

- Charles Eisenstein

The less we use money, the less time we need to spend earning it, and the more 
time we have to contribute to the gift economy, and then receive from it. It is 
a virtuous circle.

Wherever I go and ask people what is 
missing from their lives, the most common 
answer (if they are not impoverished 
or seriously ill) is “community.” What 
happened to community, and why 
don’t we have it any more? There are 
many reasons—the layout of suburbia, 
the disappearance of public space, the 
automobile and the television, the high 
mobility of people and jobs—and, if you 
trace the “whys” a few levels down, they 
all implicate the money system.

More directly posed: community is 
nearly impossible in a highly monetized 
society like our own. That is because 
community is woven from gifts, which 
is ultimately why poor people often have 
stronger communities than rich people. If 
you are financially independent, then you 
really don’t depend on your neighbors—
or indeed on any specific person—for 
anything. You can just pay someone to do 
it, or pay someone else to do it.

In former times, people depended 
for all of life’s necessities and pleasures 
on people they knew personally. If you 
alienated the local blacksmith, brewer, or 
doctor, there was no replacement. Your 
quality of life would be much lower. If 
you alienated your neighbors then you 
might not have help if you sprained your 
ankle during harvest season, or if your 
barn burnt down. Community was not an 
add-on to life, it was a way of life. Today, 
with only slight exaggeration, we could 
say we don’t need anyone. I don’t need 
the farmer who grew my food—I can 
pay someone else to do it. I don’t need 
the mechanic who fixed my car. I don’t 

need the trucker who brought my shoes to 
the store. I don’t need any of the people 
who produced any of the things I use. 
I need someone to do their jobs, but 
not the unique individual people. They 
are replaceable and, by the same token, 
so am I.

That is one reason for the universally 
recognized superficiality of most social 
gatherings. How authentic can it be, when 
the unconscious knowledge, “I don’t need 
you,” lurks under the surface? When we 
get together to consume—food, drink, 
or entertainment—do we really draw 
on the gifts of anyone present? Anyone 
can consume. Intimacy comes from co-
creation, not co-consumption, as anyone 

in a band can tell you, and it is different 
from liking or disliking someone. But in a 
monetized society, our creativity happens 
in specialized domains, for money.

To forge community then, we must 
do more than simply get people together. 
While that is a start, soon we get tired of 
just talking, and we want to do something, 
to create something. It is a very tepid 
community indeed, when the only need 
being met is the need to air opinions and 
feel that we are right, that we get it, and 
isn’t it too bad that other people don’t... 
hey, I know! Let’s collect each others’ 
email addresses and start a listserv!

Community is woven from gifts. 
Unlike today’s market system, whose 
built-in scarcity compels competition in 
which more for me is less for you, in a 
gift economy the opposite holds. Because 
people in gift culture pass on their surplus 
rather than accumulating it, your good 
fortune is my good fortune: more for 
you is more for me. Wealth circulates, 
gravitating toward the greatest need. 
In a gift community, people know that 
their gifts will eventually come back to 
them, albeit often in a new form. Such a 
community might be called a “circle of 
the gift.”

Fortunately, the monetization of life 
has reached its peak in our time, and is 
beginning a long and permanent receding 
(of which economic “recession” is an 
aspect). Both out of desire and necessity, 
we are poised at a critical moment of 
opportunity to reclaim gift culture, and 
therefore to build true community. The 
reclamation is part of a larger shift of 

Community is nearly 
impossible in a highly 
monetized society like 

our own. That is because 
community is woven from 
gifts, which is ultimately 
why poor people often 

have stronger communities 
than rich people. If you are 

financially independent, then 
you really don’t depend on 
your neighbors—or indeed 
on any specific person—for 
anything. You can just pay 
someone to do it, or pay 
someone else to do it.

Vantage Point

 From the documentary  Sacred Economics
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human consciousness, a larger reunion 
with nature, earth, each other, and lost 
parts of ourselves. Our alienation from 
gift culture is an aberration and our 
independence an illusion. We are not 
actually independent or “financially 
secure” – we are just as dependent as 
before, only on strangers and impersonal 
institutions, and, as we are likely to soon 
discover, these institutions are quite 
fragile.

Given the circular nature of gift flow, 
I was excited to learn that one of the 
most promising social inventions that 
I’ve come across for building community 
is called the Gift Circle. Developed 
by Alpha Lo, co-author of The Open 
Collaboration Encyclopedia, and his 
friends in Marin County, California, it 
exemplifies the dynamics of gift systems 
and illuminates the broad ramifications 
that gift economies portend for our 
economy, psychology, and civilization.

The less we use money, the less time 
we need to spend earning it, and the more 
time we have to contribute to the gift 
economy, and then receive from it. It is a 
virtuous circle.

The ideal number of participants in 
a gift circle is 10-20. Everyone sits in 
a circle, and takes turns saying one or 
two needs they have. In the last circle 
I facilitated, some of the needs shared 
were: “a ride to the airport next week,” 
“someone to help remove a fence,” “used 
lumber to build a garden,” “a ladder to 
clean my gutter,” “a bike,” and “office 
furniture for a community center.” 
As each person shares, others in the 
circle can break in to offer to meet the 
stated need, or with suggestions of how 
to meet it.

When everyone has had their turn, 
we go around the circle again, each 
person stating something he or she 
would like to give. Some examples last 
week were “Graphic design skills,” “the 
use of my power tools,” “contacts in 
local government to get things done,” 
and “a bike,” but it could be anything: 
time, skills, material things; the gift of 
something outright, or the gift of the use 
of something (borrowing). Again, as each 
person shares, anyone can speak up and 
say, “I’d like that,” or “I know someone 
who could use one of those.”

During both these rounds, it is useful 
to have someone write everything down 
and send the notes out the next day to 
everyone via email, or on a web page, 
blog, etc. Otherwise it is quite easy to 
forget who needs and offers what. Also, 

I suggest writing down, on the spot, the 
name and phone number of someone 
who wants to give or receive something 
to/from you. It is essential to follow up, 
or the gift circle will end up feeding 
cynicism rather than community.

Finally, the circle can do a third round 
in which people express gratitude for the 
things they received since the last meeting. 
This round is extremely important 
because in community, the witnessing of 
others’ generosity inspires generosity in 
those who witness it. It confirms that this 
group is giving to each other, that gifts are 
recognized, and that my own gifts will be 
recognized, appreciated, and reciprocated 
as well.

 It is just that simple: needs, gifts, and 
gratitude. But the effects can be profound.

First, gift circles (and any gift 
economy, in fact) can reduce our 
dependence on the traditional market. If 
people give us things we need, then we 
needn’t buy them. I won’t need to take a 
taxi to the airport tomorrow, and Rachel 
won’t have to buy lumber for her garden. 
The less we use money, the less time we 
need to spend earning it, and the more 
time we have to contribute to the gift 

economy, and then receive from it. It is a 
virtuous circle.

Secondly, a gift circle reduces our 
production of waste. It is ridiculous to 
pump oil, mine metal, manufacture a 
table and ship it across the ocean when 
half the people in town have old tables 
in their basements. It is ridiculous as well 
for each household on my block to own a 
lawnmower, which they use two hours a 
month, a leaf blower they use twice a year, 
power tools they use for an occasional 
project, and so on. If we shared these 
things, we would suffer no loss of quality 
of life. Our material lives would be just 
as rich, yet would require less money and 
less waste.

In economic terms, a gift circle 
reduces gross domestic product, defined 
as the sum total of all goods and services 
exchanged for money. By getting a gift 
ride from someone instead of paying a 
taxi, I am reducing GDP by $20. When 
my friend drops off her son at my house 
instead of paying for day care, GDP falls 
by another $30. The same is true when 
someone borrows a bike from another 
person’s basement instead of buying a 
new one. (Of course, GDP won’t fall if the 
money saved is then spent on something 

Fortunately, the monetization of life has 
reached its peak in our time, and is 

beginning a long and permanent receding 
(of which economic “recession” is an aspect). Both 

out of desire and necessity, we are poised at a critical 
moment of opportunity to reclaim gift culture, and 

therefore to build true community. 
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else. Standard economics, drawing on a 
deep assumption about the infinite upward 
elasticity of human wants, assumes this is 
nearly always the case. A critique of this 
deeply flawed assumption is beyond the 
scope of the present essay.)

Standard economic discourse 
views shrinking GDP as a big problem. 
When the economy doesn’t grow, 
capital investment and employment 
shrink, reducing consumer demand and 
causing further drops in investment and 
employment. For the last seventy years, 
the solution to such crises has been (1) to 
lower interest rates to spur lending so that 
businesses have access to funds for capital 
investment and consumers have money to 
spend and create demand; (2) to increase 
government spending to replace stalled 
growth in consumer demand. These 
are known, respectively, as monetary 
stimulus and fiscal stimulus. In both cases, 
the goal is to “stimulate” the economy, to 
get it growing again. Government policy 
in the present economic crisis has been 
the same. Liberals and conservatives 
may disagree on the amount and type 
of stimulus required, but rarely does 
anyone—not Barack Obama, not even 
the most liberal member of Congress—
question the desirability of growing the 
economy. That is because, in the current 
debt-based, interest-bearing money 

system, the absence of growth leads 
to rapid concentration of wealth and 
economic depression.

The gift circle, and the many new 
forms of gift economy that are emerging 
on the Internet, are ways of reclaiming 
human relationships from the market.

Today, however, on the fringes of 
political and environmental movements, 
the recognition is growing that society 
and the planet can no longer sustain 
further growth. For growth—which in 
GDP terms means the expansion in the 
realm of monetized goods and services—
ultimately comes from the conversion 
of nature into commodities and the 
conversion of social relationships into 
professional services. Consider again the 
social gathering I described. Why don’t 
we need each other? It is because all the 
gift relationships upon which we once 
depended are now paid services. They 
have been converted into service work 
which the market converts into cash. What 
is there left to convert? Whether fossil 
fuels, topsoil, aquifers, the atmosphere’s 
capacity to absorb waste; whether it is 
food, clothing, shelter, medicine, music, 
or our collective cultural bequest of 
stories and ideas, nearly all have become 
commodities. Unless we can find yet new 
realms of nature to convert into good, 

unless we can find even more functions 
of human life to commoditize, our days 
of economic growth are numbered. What 
room for growth remains—for example 
in today’s anemic economic recovery— 
comes only at an increasing cost to nature 
and society.

From this perspective, a third 
consequence of the gift circle and other 
forms of gift economy becomes apparent. 
Not only does gift-based circulation 
subtract from GDP, it also hastens the 
demise of the present economic system. 
Any bit of nature or human relationship 
that we preserve or reclaim from the 
commodity world is one bit less that 
is available to sell, or to use as the 
basis for new interest-bearing loans. 
Without constant creation of new debt, 
existing debt cannot be repaid. Lending 
opportunities only occur in a context of 
economic growth, in which the marginal 
return on capital investment exceeds the 
interest rate. To simplify: no growth, less 
lending; less lending, more transfer of 
assets to creditors; more transfer of assets, 
more concentration of wealth; more 
concentration of wealth, less consumer 
spending; less consumer spending, less 
growth. 

This is the vicious circle described by 
economists going back to Karl Marx. It 
has been deferred for two centuries by the 
ceaseless opening up, through technology 
and colonization, of new realms of nature 
and relationship to the market. Today, not 
only are these realms nearly exhausted, 
but a shift of consciousness motivates 
growing efforts to reclaim them for the 
commons and for the gift. Today, we direct 
huge efforts toward protecting the forests, 
whereas the most brilliant minds of two 
generations ago devoted themselves 
to their more efficient clearcutting. 
Similarly, so many of us today seek to 
limit pollution not expand production, 
to protect the waters not increase the 
fish catch, to preserve the wetlands—not 
build larger housing developments. These 
efforts, while not always successful, put 
a brake on economic growth beyond the 
natural limit the environment poses. From 
the gift perspective, what is happening 
is that we no longer seek merely to take 
from the planet, but to give back as well. 
This corresponds to the coming of age of 
humanity, transitioning from a mother-
child relationship to earth, to a co-creative 
partnership in which giving and receiving 
find balance.

 The same transition to the gift is 
underway in the social realm. Many 
of us no longer aspire to financial 

Because people in gift cultures pass on their surplus 
rather than accumulating it, your good fortune is my good 
fortune: more for you is more for me. Wealth circulates, 

gravitating toward the greatest need. In a gift community, 
people know that their gifts will eventually come back to 

them, albeit often in a new form. Such a community might 
be called a “circle of the gift.”
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--------------------------------------------------

Charles Eisenstein is a teacher, speaker, and 
writer focusing on themes of civilization, 
consciousness, money and human cultural 
evolution. 

He is also the author of the books ‘The 
Ascent of Humanity’ and ‘Sacred Economics’ 
His books can be read online for free at 
charleseisenstein.net.

independence, the state in which we have 
so much money we needn’t depend on 
anyone for anything. Today, increasingly, 
we yearn instead for community. We 
don’t want to live in a commodity world, 
where everything we have exists for the 
primary goal of profit. We want things 
created for love and beauty, things that 
connect us more deeply to the people 
around us. We desire to be interdependent, 
not independent. The gift circle, and the 
many new forms of gift economy that 
are emerging on the Internet, are ways of 
reclaiming human relationships from the 
market.

Whether natural or social, 
the reclamation of the gift-based 
commonwealth not only hastens the 
collapse of a growth-dependent money 
system, it also mitigates its severity. At the 
present moment, the market faces a crisis, 
merely one of a multiplicity of crises 
(ecological, social) that are converging 
upon us. Through the turbulent time that 
is upon us, the survival of humanity, 
and our capacity to build a new kind of 
civilization embodying a new relationship 
to earth and a new, more connected, 
human identity, depends on these scraps 
of the commonwealth that we are able to 
preserve or reclaim. Although we have 
done grievous damage to earth, vast 
wealth still remains. There is still richness 
in the soil, water, cultures and biomes of 
this planet. The longer we persist under 
the status quo, the less of that richness 
will remain and the more calamitous the 

transition will be.

On a less tangible level, any gifts 
we give contribute to another kind of 
common wealth – a reservoir of gratitude 
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that will see us through times of turmoil, 
when the conventions and stories that 
hold civic society together fall apart. 
Gifts inspire gratitude, and generosity is 
infectious. Increasingly, I read and hear 
stories of generosity, selflessness, even 
magnanimity that take my breath away. 
When I witness generosity, I want to be 
generous too. In the coming times, we 
will need the generosity, the selflessness, 
and the magnanimity of many people. If 
everyone seeks merely their own survival, 
then there is no hope for a new kind of 
civilization. We need each others’ gifts as 
we need each others’ generosity to invite 
us into the realm of the gift ourselves. In 
contrast to the age of money where we 
can pay for anything and need no gifts, 
soon it will be abundantly clear: we need 
each other.

In economic terms, a gift circle reduces gross domestic 
product, defined as the sum total of all goods and 

services exchanged for money.

Whether natural or social, the reclamation of the gift-
based commonwealth not only hastens the collapse of 
a growth-dependent money system, it also mitigates its 

severity. At the present moment, the market faces a crisis- 
merely one of a multiplicity of crises (ecological, social etc.) 

that are converging upon us
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If we take care of people and Nature, 
then the economy will take care of itself.

Money was a clever and convenient 
invention; it was designed as a means of 
exchange and a measure of wealth. But 
somehow that has changed; what was 
once solely a means to an end has become 
the end itself, and what was a measure of 
wealth has become wealth itself.

Take for example agriculture, the 
purpose of which was to produce 
nutritious food whilst ensuring that the 
land remained in good heart for all future 
generations and for the good health of 
biotic communities. Agriculture was a 
way of life that gave farmers their dignity, 
and in turn they cultivated the crops with 
tender loving care and considered their 
work intrinsically good.

Then came money, which changed 
everything: agriculture turned into 
agribusiness and the paramount purpose 
of it became the making of money. Food 
became a commodity and yet another 
means of making large profits. As a result 
British farmers – even those with 2,000 
acres of land – cannot make a living, and 
farm labourers are paid £10 an hour whilst 
bankers are paid £1,000 an hour.

The example of agriculture turned to 
agribusiness is only one illustration of 
how our society has lost sight of right and 
wrong. We can cut down the rainforest to 
make money, we can pollute the rivers 
and over-fish the oceans for profit, we can 
destroy the local economy in search of 
cheaper goods, no matter how much CO2 
is omitted in the process. The bottom line 
always comes first. We can hire and fire 
people at will for the sake of boosting the 
economy; people have become little more 
than the instruments of making money. 
GM crops, nuclear energy, cloning 
and animal experimentation – nothing 
is forbidden, just as long as it adds to 
GDP and increases the share value of 
corporations and companies.

Money and Morality

Ethics, morals and human dignity 
are all secondary and subservient to the 
profit margin. Bankrupt bankers have to 
be bailed out even though we can all see 
that they and other business leaders are 
utterly incapable of solving the economic 
crisis. Politicians and policymakers have 
to obey their desires. No wonder then 
that our governments are completely 
incapable of creating conditions for 
the stability and wellbeing of people – 
because all social, political, educational 
and communal values exist solely to serve 
economic growth, which simply means 
growth in money supply, in GDP and in 
consumption.

As long as we are wedded to this 
financial paradigm and its money model, 
the strong will exploit the weak, and our 
social and environmental fabric (and 
morals) will continue to fall apart.

The current economic crisis gives 
us an opportunity to look deeper and 
examine the consequences of confusing 
the means with the ends. Money has a 
place, of course, but we must keep it in 
its place and not allow it to dominate 
our lives in such a manner that we lose 
all our bearings and become its slaves. 
Money was made to serve people, not the 
other way around. Unfortunately, we have 

Money is not wealth; real 
wealth is land, forest, rivers, 
animals and people. Wealth 
is created by the imagination, 
creativity and skill. Bankers 
and business leaders in search 
of ever-increasing profit are 
not the wealth creators; at best 
they are wealth counters and 
at worst wealth destroyers. 

-------------------------------------------------------

Satish Kumar is the Editor-in-Chief of 
Resurgence &  Ecologist Magazine and the 
co-founder of the Schumacher College, U.K. 

He is also a member of the Panel of 
Advisors of Bhoomi College and the Bhoomi 
Magazine. 

This article is reprinted courtesy of 
Resurgence & Ecologist. All rights to 
this article are reserved to Resurgence & 
Ecologist.  
Visit: http://www.resurgence.org

- Satish Kumar

allowed money to become the master 
and override all other moral, ethical and 
ecological values. There is more to life 
than an endless pursuit of money and 
profit.

Money is not wealth; real wealth is 
land, forest, rivers, animals and people. 
Wealth is created by the imagination, 
creativity and skill. Bankers and business 
leaders in search of ever-increasing profit 
are not the wealth creators; at best they 
are wealth counters and at worst wealth 
destroyers. So let’s honour the true wealth 
creators: skilled workers, architects and 
artists, craftsmen and women, teachers 
and doctors, builders and farmers; the 
economy is safe in their hands. Let us 
respect the generous Earth and wild 
Nature, the eternal source of wellbeing 
and prosperity. If we take care of people 
and Nature, then the economy will take 
care of itself.

Some people might say that this is 
too idealistic; but what have the realists 
done? They have made a complete mess 
of the world economy. Normally, we need 
idealism and realism in equal measure, but 
for the time being a little extra idealism 
will be helpful. We have had far too much 
realism.

Money must be guided by morality. 

Vantage Point

If we take care of people and Nature, then the economy will take care of itself.
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The forces of consumerism, materialism and militarism will only 
be overcome when all of us working in the field of environmental 
sustainability, social justice and spiritual renewal join hands and work 
together for the wellbeing of all people and the entire planet.

- Satish Kumar
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In these challenging times of 
dominating multinational corporations, 
collapsing neo-liberal economies, and 
the commodification of everything, it 
seems vital to explore a different form 
of relationship and exchange. ‘Gifting’, 
and the larger culture it draws from, 
provides a welcome oasis of hope from 
the hackneyed debates around capitalism 
vs. communism and the paralysis of 
TINA (There Is No Alternative). We 
share , more widely some of the important 
concepts, beliefs, practices and dreams 
around reclaiming the gift culture in our 
different spaces and places.

We have come to understand that 
the ideas and practices of deep learning, 
self-organizing learning communities 
and vibrant learning ecosystems are 
predicated on a culture of generosity, 
care, trust and mutuality. The gift culture 
is critical to decommodifying our 
collective intelligence and underlying 
diverse human learning processes; 
that is, removing it from the realm of 
monoculture and artificial scarcity, 
monopolized packaging and distribution, 
and institutionalized hierarchy and 
exploitation. It is heart-wrenching to 
witness that learning processes that 
are essential to being human like play, 
laughter, Nature, storytelling, care, etc. 
are being commercialized and as a result, 
becoming accessible only to a small 
elite. The gift culture inspires us to see 
our learning resources and relationships 
as part of the larger commons that is 
accessible to all and nurtured by all.

The gift culture also fundamentally 
challenges our perceptions about 
ourselves. Engaging in the gift 
culture transforms our self and world 
understanding by reminding us that we 
are being given gifts all the time from 
many known and unknown sources. It 
graciously invites us back into our sacred 
role as active gift-givers - from homo 

Welcome to Homo Giftus

Sarita kare na paan, vriksh na fal chaakhe kadi, Khet na khave dhaan, parhit neepjey sekhra

The river never drinks its own water. The tree never tastes its own fruit. The field never 
consumes its own harvest. They selflessly strive for the well-being of all those around them.

- Mewari proverb

economicus to homo giftus. We are able 
to recognize and re-value our own gifts as 
well as those others in our own terms. This 
is critical for de-institutionalizing our lives 
and our communities - to moving beyond 
Experts, Money, Technology, Nation-
states, Rights for defining our identity and 
purpose in life - and for re-asserting our 
dignity as diverse co-creators of learning 
and life.

The gift culture also challenges the 
core underpinnings of the Global Market 
and the Development Project which are 
built on extraction and concentration 
of wealth and power and the spread of 
violence. The gift culture doesn’t mean 
that there are no markets, but rather we 
need to re-create a healthy set of cultural, 
spiritual and social values and rituals to 
limit the space/control of markets in our 
lives and relationships - a true ‘sense of the 
sacred’. Most importantly, the gift culture 
is the key to sustainable living and real 
happiness on the planet. By witnessing 
and appreciating our own gifts and the 
gifts of others, we open the possibility for 
the organic unfolding our whole beings 
and for accessing our deepest humanity to 
ensure the collective well-being of all life 
on the planet.

We should clarify at the outset that 
the gift culture is not some new fangled 
concept; rather it is based on ancient and 
sacred life sustaining principles that can 
be found in many diverse cultures around 
the world. When we started to think of 
examples in our region of Mewar, many 
inspiring images came to mind:

 � Hosting a payoo is the spiritual practice 
of sitting on the road and offering 
drinking water to those passing by - 
humans and animals alike. It is done 
in a spirit of sewa (selfless service for 
the benefit of all, performed without 
any expectation of reward or personal 
gain). The Sanskrit word, sewa, 

translates directly as ‘string’, implying 
that all things are connected in the 
thread of existence. In India, it is still 
a cause of great disbelief for many 
that corporations are charging money 
to provide clean drinking water to 
travellers.

 � There is also the ritual of manwar, 
which is a cultural act of offering, 
sharing yourself, your home and food, 
with your guests, with a spirit of great 
hospitality and care. No one should 
leave feeling neglected. There is saying 
in Mewari that your guests should be 
treated with the same affection as 
you treat your son-in-law. Manwar is 
experienced around weddings and 
other kinds of gatherings, but it also 
happens on small-scale, say, when one 
visits another’s home.

 � The traditional practice of  guptdaan 
literally means ‘undisclosed giving’. 
One used to give donations with the 
understanding that no one, including 
the receiver, should know where it 
came from. This would protect the 
receiver from humiliation and help the 
giver retain their sense of humility. It 
also shields us from the trap of having 
expectations to receive something in 
return after giving a gift. Gupt daan 
stands in stark contrast to the modern 
practices of P.R. campaigns and photo 
shoots that surround donations and 
voluntary effort.

 � The Jain paradigm of aparigraha 
(non-acquisitiveness and non-
possessiveness) serves as gentle 
reminder that we should not hold on 
to or covet things too tightly since 
we are not ‘owners’ of life but rather 
its trustees. It also encourages us to 

- Manish Jain

Vantage Point
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move beyond unlimited greed and 
think about what our real needs are. In 
this way, it creates a healthy field for 
engaging in a discourse of self-imposed 
and self organized limits.

When one actually sits down to think 
about it, the list is seemingly endless. 
There are many ‘modern’ ways that 
the gift culture is being invoked and 
experimented with as well. We have been 
trying to explore these as an essential 
part of our work in Shikshantar over 
the past 10 years. This starts with our 
community learning center where we do 
not charge any fees for participation. At 
the same time, we say it is not ‘free’. We 
invite people to come and share whatever 
talents, knowledge, energy, questions that 
they have and take what inspires them. 
This had led to many exciting interactions 
and innovations.

This spirit extends to all of the activities 
of Udaipur as a Learning City, where 
we rely heavily on inviting in volunteer 
energy - the natural instinct of people 
to share their time, skills and learning 
resources with each other to reclaim and 
nurture our learning commons. Many 
‘private’ spaces, services and goods have 
been brought back into the service of the 
public/community good. Udaipur locals 
have hosted workshops in their homes; 
they have opened their art galleries, 
offices, kitchens and farms to visitors; 
they have brought their knowledge and 
talents to participate in new collective 
experiments in rooftop farming, rainwater 
harvesting, mural-making; they have 
freecycled their leftover waste materials 
(scraps of wood, rubber tire tubes, cloth 
scraps, old wedding cards, etc.) for 
workshops with kids all without one 
rupee being exchanged or demands for 
self-promotion in the media. This kind of 
volunteer spirit has enabled Shikshantar’s 
budget to go down every year, while the 
movement expands into new individuals, 
families, neighborhoods, organizations 
and places.

We are trying to experiment with 
many other ways to reduce our collective 
dependency on the Global Market and 
regenerate the local culture of generosity, 
hospitality, self-defined limits and 
collaboration. Several children and youth 
have gotten into this spirit by making 
useful things out of waste with their 
hands. One young person who comes 
to Shikshantar, Ankit, has made and 
gifted over 200 unique pieces of coconut 
jewellery to friends and relatives. He 
has also ‘paid forward’ the art of making 

jewellery to several hundred children and 
youth in self-organized workshops. We 
are also working on reclaiming forms of 
play from the world of competition and 
commercialization. We have freely shared 
lots of cooperative games with thousands 
of children and families in Udaipur. 
Many of these games highlight the wise 
principle that if one person ‘fails’ or is 
‘out’, it is the failure of all.

We have also been experimenting with 
our organic mela (a festival or fair) as a 
vehicle for strengthening local markets. 
It is a space for both selling organic, 
local and natural products, as well as for 
sharing ideas so people can learn to make 
their own things. For example, even while 
the jewellery or pottery is on display, there 
is simultaneously a workshop happening 
at no cost, where people can make their 
own jewellery from natural and waste 
materials, or a potter’s wheel for trying 
to throw one’s own pots. We openly share 
recipes for different healthy foods and 
herbal treatments and invite others to do 
so as well. We have been inspired by the 
sacred practice of many traditional healers 
in our region, and have moved away from 
putting a fixed price on the herbal products 
we make, to inviting people to contribute 
what they feel is appropriate based on 
their shraddha (faith) and capacity.

The gift culture has also been 

an integral feature of our on-going 
intercultural dialogues and publications. 
It has helped create a field for a different 
depth of conversation. Hundreds of 
people have shared their thoughts in 
writing with us (in Mewari, Hindi and 
English languages) without ever asking 
for an honorarium. We make all our 
publications available on-line, free of 
charge in print, and copyleft (able to 
be reproduced and shared freely, with 
authors and sources acknowledged). As 
we all know, our knowledges, creativities 
and profound insights have come from so 
many sources: how could we ever put a 
price tag on them?

The Jain paradigm of aparigraha (non-acquisitiveness and non-
possessiveness) serves as gentle reminder that we should not 
hold on to or covet things too tightly since we are not ‘owners’ of 
life but rather its trustees. It also encourages us to move beyond 
unlimited greed and think about what our real needs are.

-------------------------------------------------------
Manish Jain has spent the past eleven years 
as Coordinator of Shikshantar. He has 
worked as a consultant in several countries 
in the areas of educational planning, policy 
analysis, research, program design, and 
media/technology. He has spent several years 
trying to unlearn his Master’s degree in 
Education from Harvard University.

This article was originally published in a 
Shikshantar bulletin in 2008 under a copyleft 
license.
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The Way of Gifts

Gifts economies, in which human 
beings are worth more than the market, 
are fundamental to most traditional and 
indigenous peoples.  Here is a case where 
a just alternative already exists, and has 
for thousands of years.  

In its purest form, a gift economy is 
about the collective, allocation based on 
need, and abundance.  Behind gifting 
is human relationship, generation of 
goodwill, and attention to the nurturance 
of the whole society and not just one’s 
immediate self and family.  Maintaining 
economic and social relations outside of 
the market keeps respect, cooperation, 
and ethics thriving.  

One of these gift systems is alive 
and well in Mali, West Africa.  Called 
dama, it is a vibrant economy and culture 
propagated primarily through a strong, 
though informal, women’s social network.  
Gift-giving is not based on exchange or 
equivalence between giver and receiver.  
She who receives a gift will probably 
pass it on to someone else.  Another 
person entirely, somewhere down the 
line, will give back to the original giver.  
Dama involves return, but from within 
a broadly defined community to which 
the gift has moved on.  Gift-giving holds 
the expectation that just as you care for 
and provide for others, someone else 
altogether will care and provide for you 
or your family.  

The circulation of gifts acts as the warp 
and weft of community, weaving together 
multiple layers of loyalty and history.  A 
gift is a string that creates and strengthens 
friendships, family, regional community, 

Other Worlds, a woman-driven education and movement building collaborative 
offers many essays and insights in their website www.otherworldsarepossible.org. 
This article shows that other worlds are indeed possible...

religious grouping, and other social 
networks.  At its best, gifting reflects a 
worldview that society, indeed the world, 
is a web of relationships – not just between 
individuals, but among elements of an 
inseparable whole.  Irreducible to give 
and take, gifting continually reinforces 
interconnectedness and the collective.

A second purpose of gifting is to 
sustain and celebrate the values of 
humanity - what is known in Mali as 

maaya, ‘human-ness’ or ‘being human.’  
Djingarey Maïga, director of Women 
and Human Rights, says, “It’s the link 
with your neighbors, your parents, your 
relatives.  If you can’t keep that link, 
you are not a human being.”  A common 
Malian expression explains maaya: “Life 
is a cord.  We make the cord between 
ourselves, and you have to hold on to it.  
One should not drop the cord.” 

Thirdly, dama is an essential strategy 
for keeping the community well.  Gifting 
is a time-honored means of keeping away 
hunger, prolonged illness, and early death.  
Malians’ understanding of community is 
that it is only as strong as its parts, only as 
healthy as its members, so that only by all 
providing for each other will all survive 
and thrive.  Wherever your gift ends up 
will be an important contribution toward 
everyone’s welfare.  

Lastly, since one can’t simultaneously 
pass on and hoard (what many of us 
call save), giving also keeps inequality 
relatively flattened.  While in the U.S.  
there is social reinforcement to accumulate 
as much as possible, with wealth and the 
wealthy often being revered, in Mali the 
cultural norm is to give away as much 
of your accumulation as possible, with 
generosity and the generous being most 
respected.  Popular educator Coumba 
Toure told us, “The only way you get to 
be rich is by disassociating yourself from 
other people.  There’s no way to live in 
community, have family in the way that 
we understand family, and still be rich.  
There are so many children that you have 
to pay for schooling for, so many people 
that you have to buy medicines for.  

At its best, gifting reflects 
a worldview that society, 
indeed the world, is a 
web of relationships – not 
just between individuals, 
but among elements of 
an inseparable whole.  
Irreducible to give and take, 
gifting continually reinforces 
interconnectedness and the 
collective.

Vantage Point
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Dama, a gift system in Mali, West Africa, involves return, but from within a broadly 
defined community to which the gift has moved on. Gift-giving holds the expectation that 
just as you care for and provide for others, someone else altogether will care and provide 
for you or your family. 

A gift is a string that creates and strengthens friendships, family, regional community, 
religious grouping, and other social networks. A second purpose of gifting is to sustain 
and celebrate the values of humanity - what is known in Mali as maaya, ‘human-ness’ or 
‘being human.’  

People really start worrying about what 
kind of person you’ve become.” 

Beyond Africa, gifting thrives 
throughout the global North and South 
– usually below the radar, unnoticed, 
non-quantified, and unarticulated. Gifts 
are given frequently, spontaneously, and 
without thought of reciprocity. The gift 
advocate Angela Miles told us, “We just 
don’t have the right glasses on to see the 
gifting happening all around us.  We see it 
as exchange manqué or only a defensive 
position of those who aren’t capable of 
exchange.” 

Residents of the most acquisitive 
nation on earth, the U.S., give infinite 
forms of services and goods to family, 
friends, neighbors, and strangers without 
calculation of return. We give where 
there is no emotional tie, no reciprocity, 
and often (in the case of a donation to a 
community organization, for example) 
not even a thanks from the ultimate 
recipient. We push strangers’ cars, give 
their batteries a jump in a parking lot, 
and shovel snow from elderly neighbors’ 
walks. We donate our very blood to 
someone whose name we’ll never know, 

-------------------------------------------------------
Originally published at http://www.
otherworldsarepossible.org by Other Worlds, 
a women-driven education and movement-
building collaborative. 

and leave our organs to be transplanted 
into an unknown individual. In 2005, 
people in the U.S.  gave more than 
$260 billion to non-profits and charities, 
and 61.2 million volunteered, with each 
person giving a median of 52 hours 
per year.
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Gift Culture - Stories

Stories of 9 Great Gift Givers
“All the stories that fill the newspapers ... war, chaos ... they are there 

because they are unusual. They are NOT as great a story as the millions of 
acts of human kindness throughout human history.”

   A.C. Graylind, The Good Book: A Humanist Bible

Of all the gifts we can give, the gift of time and energy and our self in service 
are surely the greatest. Today we hear much more of the scams and horror stories 
with the media’s compulsions for ‘eyeballs’. Yet there are innumerable people, 
well known and some not known at all, who have made a difference in the world 
around them. 

Legendary Gift Giver  

Vinobha Bhave – we offer his story because he, like Mahatma Gandhi has left 
a tremendous legacy which is still inspiring and helps us see the larger picture.

Ever Green Gifting 

Rajendra Singh, Thimmakka and Kallen Pokkudan – with their unshakeable 
commitment to renewing water sources and planting trees: their offerings to the 
world, the path they chose for themselves are in sharp contrast to the pursuit of 
conventional success. 

The Creative Givers

Altaf Surti is an artist from Mumbai who gifts is time on every Sunday for the 
last 13 years – to save every drop of water he can. Anshu and Meenakshi Gupta 
have applied their creativity to support a whole community of people who make 
use of discarded clothes and recycle waste at the same time.

Community Builders

Vanya Orr came all the way from the UK, listened to the call of tribals  in the 
Nilgiris and has worked for the last 16 years to empower them in ways which are 
more harmonious with the eco-system of the Nilgiris ; Piyush has created a forest 
near Salem (Tamil Nadu) and a space for the ecologically conscious people to 
engage in as a community.

Surendra Kaulogi started the Janapada Seva Trust in Melkote, Karnataka and 
spent a lifetime working to keep khadi alive and a community living sustainably.

SPECIAL
FEATURE
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Thimmakka’s Children

The road that leads to Saalumarada 
Thimmakka’s home in Hulikal of Magadi 
taluk is as much a source of wonder 
as the destination itself. I wonder if the 
incredible beauty of life and its full 
meaning need such an encounter to shine 
through!

There was a specific intent behind 
meeting Thimmakka. We had to officially 
hand over the “IGBC Green Champion” 
award plaque which she failed to collect 
at the event for personal reasons.

As my friend and I drove up, we 
realised Thimmakka was a landmark 
herself. Hundreds of banyan trees on 
either side of a surprisingly well-laid road 
mutely acknowledge the physical hardship 
Thimmakka and her husband had to put 
up with to nurture them. Decades ago, 
she walked many miles carrying pitchers 
of water to nurture the plants. Summers 
were especially hard and unnerving.

A house painted bright green has 
her name written on its compound wall 
and the epithet, “parisara premi” (lover 
of nature). It took little to realise that 
sometimes epithets fall miserably short 
as descriptive substitutes. Because this 

epithet (or any other, for that matter) does 
not tell us the selflessness with which she 
went about planting nearly 1000 trees, 
of which about 150 died. Nor does it 
tell us about the spiritual connection she 
continues to share with these massive 
trees aged 60-70 years.

 Thimmakka slowly emerged out 
of her house and stood in the front yard 
with her hands folded. Smilingly, she 
led us in and pointed at the showcase 
studded with a number of plaques and 
garlands and trophies and what not! She 
spoke candidly; giggled like a child. She 
explained how happiness invades her 
when she sees goats and cows munching 
on the banyan leaves and people resting 
by the roadside on hot summer afternoons.

We emerged out of her home 
and started walking down the road. 
Thimmakka began talking about the trees 
all over again—her spiritual pilgrimage.  
She stood by a tree like a proud mother 
of 1000 children as her gnarled hands ran 
over the trunk.

The thick canopy that leaves a 
beautiful dappled effect on the road runs 
at least four kilometres! It seems as if the 

tangled and whispering shadows are in 
an endless conversation with each other. 
The experience of walking on this road 
arcaded by these green giants is something 
to be savoured at least once in a lifetime.

For it emerged out of a couple’s 
ability to reconcile their unfulfilled 
parental instincts with the importance 
of connecting with nature and finding a 
deeper meaning and purpose of life. For 
it is a collective history shared between 
an amazing woman and nearly 850 trees 
(going by her count) we are all so proud 
of. For it’s no less than a piece of art 
laid out for general viewing that need no 
critics to appreciate the truth of the matter.

We took leave of Thimmakka as she 
stood waving at us—a small-built but 
determined woman whose home is the 
road itself.

--------------------------------------------------------

Savita Hiremath is a Bangalore based journalist. 
She has earlier worked with Deccan Herald, The 
Times of India and The New Indian Express and she 
blogs regulary at www.savitahiremath.com.

- Savita Hiremath

Gift Culture - Stories
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The King of Kindness

Shri Vinobha Bhave’s ‘Bhoodaan Movement’ was his gift to the world. Never before 
or after have so many thousands of people gifted so much - more than 4 million acres 
of land to the poor and  landless. 
                                                                                                  - Vinoba Bhave

- Mark Shepard

On April 18, 1951, the historic day 
of the very genesis of the Bhoodan 
movement, Vinoba entered Nalgonda 
district, the centre of Communist activity. 
The organizers had arranged Vinoba’s 
stay at Pochampalli, a large village with 
about 700 families, of whom two-thirds 
were landless. Pochampalli gave Vinoba 
a warm welcome. Vinoba went to visit 
the Harijan (the Untouchables) colony. 
By early afternoon villagers began 
to gather around Vinoba at Vinoba’s 
cottage. The Harijans asked for eighty 
acres of land, forty wet, forty dry for forty 
families that would be enough. Then 
Vinoba asked,”If it is not possible to 
get land from the government, is 
there not something villagers 

themselves could do?” To everyone’s 
surprise, Ram Chandra Reddy, the local 
landlord, got up and said in a rather 
excited voice: “I will give you 100 acres 
for these people.” At his evening prayer 
meeting, Ram Chandra Reddy got up and 
repeated his promise to offer 100 acres of 
land to the Harijans.

Vinoba could not believe his ears. 
Here, in the midst of a civil war over land 
monopoly, was a farmer willing to part 
with 100 acres out of simple generosity. 
And Vinoba was just as astounded when 
the Harijans declared that they needed 
only 80 acres and wouldn’t accept more! 

Vinoba suddenly saw a solution to 
the region’s turmoil. In fact, the 

incident seemed to him a sign 
from God. At the close of 
the prayer meeting, he 
announced he would 
walk all through the 
region to collect gifts of 
land for the landless.

So began the 
movement called 

Bhoodan — 
‘ l a n d - g i f t ’ . 

Over the next 
seven weeks, 

Vinoba asked for donations of land for 
the landless in 200 villages of Telengana. 
Calculating the amount of India’s farmland 
needed to supply India’s landless poor, he 
would tell the farmers and landlords in 
each village, “I am your fifth son. Give 
me my equal share of land.” And in each 
village—to his continued amazement—
the donations poured in.

Who gave, and why? At first most 
of the donors were farmers of moderate 
means, including some who themselves 
owned only an acre or two. To them, 
Vinoba was a holy man, a saint, the 
Mahatma’s own son, who had come to 
give them God’s message of kinship with 
their poorer neighbors. Vinoba’s prayer 
meetings at times took on an almost 
evangelical fervor. As for Vinoba, he 
accepted gifts from even the poorest — 
though he sometimes returned these gifts 
to the donors — because his goal was as 
much to open hearts as to redistribute 
land. Gradually, though, the richer 
landowners also began to give. Of course, 
many of their gifts were inspired by fear 
of the Communists and hopes of buying 
off the poor — as the Communists were 
quick to proclaim.

But not all the motives of the rich 
landowners were economic. Many of 
the rich hoped to gain “spiritual merit” 
through their gifts; or at least to uphold 
their prestige. After all, if poor farmers 
were willing to give sizeable portions of 
their land to Vinoba, could the rich be 
seen to do less? And perhaps a few of the 
rich were even truly touched by Vinoba’s 
message. In any case, as Vinoba’s tour 
gained momentum, even the announced 
approach of the “god who gives away 
land” was enough to prepare the landlords 
to part with some of their acreage. Soon 
Vinoba was collecting hundreds of acres 
a day. What’s more, wherever Vinoba 
moved, he began to dispel the climate 
of tension and fear that had plagued the 
region. 
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In places where people had been 
afraid to assemble, thousands gathered to 
hear him — including the Communists. 
At the end of seven weeks, Vinoba 
had collected over 12,000 acres. After 
he left, Sarvodaya workers continuing 
to collect land in his name received 
another 100,000 acres. The Telengana 
march became the launching point for a 
nationwide campaign that Vinoba hoped 
would eliminate the greatest single cause 
of India’s poverty: land monopoly. He 
hoped as well that it might be the lever 
needed to start a ‘nonviolent revolution’ 
— a complete transformation of Indian 
society by peaceful means.

The root of oppression, he reasoned, is 
greed. If people could be led to overcome 
their possessiveness, a climate would 
be created in which social division and 
exploitation could be eliminated. As 
he later put it, “We do not aim at doing 
mere acts of kindness, but at creating a 
Kingdom of Kindness.” Soon Vinoba and 
his colleagues were collecting 1,000 acres 
a day, then 2,000, then 3,000. Several 
hundred small teams of Sarvodaya 
workers and volunteers began trekking 
from village to village, all over India, 
collecting land in Vinoba’s name. Vinoba 
himself — despite advanced age and poor 
health — marched continually, touring 
one state after another.

The pattern of Vinoba’s day was daily 
the same. Vinoba and his supporters would 
rise by 3:00 a.m. and hold a prayer meeting 
for themselves. Then they would walk ten 
or twelve miles to the next village, Vinoba 
leading at a pace that left the others 
struggling breathlessly behind. With 
him were always a few close assistants, 
a bevy of young, idealistic volunteers 
— teenagers and young adults, male and 
some female, mostly from towns or cities 
— plus maybe some regular Sarvodaya 
workers, a landlord, a politician, or an 
interested Westerner. At the host village 
they would be greeted by a brass band, 
a makeshift archway, garlands, formal 
welcomes by village leaders, and shouts 
of “Sant Vinoba, Sant Vinoba!” (“Saint 
Vinoba!”) After breakfast, the Bhoodan 
workers would fan out through the 
village, meeting the villagers, distributing 
literature, and taking pledges. Vinoba 
himself would be settled apart, meeting 
with visitors, reading newspapers, and 
answering letters.

In late afternoon, there would be a 
prayer meeting, attended by hundreds 
or thousands of villagers from the area. 
After a period of reciting and chanting, 
Vinoba would speak to the crowd in his 

quiet, highpitched voice. His talk would 
be completely improvised, full of rich 
images drawn from Hindu scripture or 
everyday life, exhorting the villagers 
to lives of love, kinship, sharing. At the 
close of the meeting, more pledges would 
be taken. There were no free weekends 
on this itinerary, no holidays, no days off. 
The man who led this relentless crusade 
was 57 years old, suffered from chronic 
dysentery, chronic malaria, an intestinal 
ulcer, and restricted himself, because of 
his ulcer, to a diet of honey, milk, and 
yogurt.

By the time of the 1954 Sarvodaya 
conference, the Gandhians had collected 
over three million acres nationwide. The 
total eventually reached over four million. 
Much of this land turned out to be useless, 
and in many cases landowners reneged 
on their pledges. Still, the Gandhians 
were able to distribute over one million 
acres to India’s landless poor — far 
more than had been managed by the land 
reform programs of India’s government. 
About half a million families benefited. 
Meanwhile, Vinoba was shifting his 
efforts to a new gear — a higher one. 
He named this new program Gramdan 
— ‘village-gift’. Gramdan was a far 
more radical program than Bhoodan. In 
a Gramdan village, all land was to be 
legally owned by the village as a whole, 
but parceled out for the use of individual 
families, according to need. Because the 
families could not themselves sell, rent, 
or mortgage the land, they could not be 
pressured off it during hard times — as 
normally happens when land reform 
programs bestow land title on poor 
individuals. Village affairs were to be 

managed by a village council made up of 
all adult members of the village, making 
decisions by consensus — meaning the 
council could not adopt any decision until 
everyone accepted it. This was meant to 
ensure cooperation and make it much 
harder for one person or group to benefit 
at the expense of others. While Bhoodan 
had been meant to prepare people for 
a nonviolent revolution, Vinoba saw 
Gramdan as the revolution itself. Vinoba 
believed that the divisiveness of Indian 
society was a root cause of its degradation 
and stagnation. Before the villagers could 
begin to improve their lot, they needed 
to learn to work together. Gramdan, he 
felt, with its common land ownership and 
cooperative decision-making, could bring 
about the needed unity. And once this was 
achieved, the ‘people’s power’ it would 
release would make anything possible. 
Vinoba’s Gramdan efforts progressed 
slowly until 1965, when an easing of 
Gramdan’s requirements was joined to 
the launching of a ‘storm campaign’. 
By 1970, the official figure for Gramdan 
villages was 160,000 — almost one-third 
of all India’s villages!

But it turned out that it was far easier 
to get a declaration of Gramdan than to 
set it up in practice. By early 1970, only a 
few thousand villages had transferred land 
title to a village council. In most of these, 
progress was at a standstill. What’s more, 
most of these few thousand villages were 
small, single-caste, or tribal — not typical 
Indian villages. By 1971, Gramdan as a 
movement had collapsed under its own 
weight. Still, the Gramdan movement left 
behind more than a hundred Gramdan 
‘pockets’ — some made up of hundreds 
of villages — where Gandhian workers 
settled in for long-term development 
efforts. These pockets today form the 
base of India’s Gandhian movement. In 
these locales, the Gandhians are helping 
some of India’s poorest by organizing 
Gandhian-style community development 
and nonviolent action campaigns against 
injustice.

Vinoba saw Gramdan 
as the revolution itself. 
Vinoba believed that the 
divisiveness of Indian 
society was a root cause of its 
degradation and stagnation. 
Before the villagers could 
begin to improve their lot, 
they needed to learn to 
work together. Gramdan, he 
felt, with its common land 
ownership and cooperative 
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , c o u l d 
bring about the needed 
unity. 

--------------------------------------------------------

Mark Shepard has been a journalist 
specializing in nonviolence, peacemaking, 
simple living, and utopian societies; 
a musician on flute, drums, and other 
instruments; and a would-be professional 
poet. Above all, he has been a writer, and 
whatever his interest, he has tended to write 
about it.
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- Brian Luenow

The Waterman of India

As a big proponent of traditional 
water harvesting methods and appropriate 
technology I was amazed at all that 
Rajendra has done over the years to help 
people in India to revive their watershed, 
and in turn return to their traditional 
ways of life.  Also impressive is that he 
started this career with no real knowledge 
of water conservation methods, and 
now runs an NGO named ‘Tarun Bharat 
Sangh’ (TBS), has won a number of 
awards including the Ramon Magsaysay 
Award for Community Leadership, and 
has helped thousands of people in their 
fight for water.  

Rajendra had two influences in his 
early life that inspired him to get involved 
in helping small villages get back to 
their traditional way of life. The first 
came in 1974 when Rajendra was still in 
high school. One day Ramesh Sharma, 
a member of Gandhi Peace Foundation, 
visited his town and started trying to 
make improvements.  He cleaned up the 
town, opened a vachnalaya (library), and 
helped to settle local conflicts.  Soon after 
this he invited Rajendra to help him with 
an alcoholism rehabilitation center. It was 

during this time that they grew to be good 
friends and Rajendra learned much from 
him about helping people.  

The second influence was a man 
named Pratap Singh who was an English 
language teacher at Rajendra’s school.  
Pratap would talk with his students after 
class about politics and social issues, and 
this made Rajendra think deeply about 
the government and question the way it 
functioned in India.  These two influences 
started Rajendra down a path that would 
change his life and the lives of many 
people around him.

After graduating college and being 
involved with a number of student 
groups, Rajendra started looking at how 
traditional, community based, water 
harvesting and management methods 
could help people in the semi-arid regions 
of India. India has not always been so dry, 
so there must be a way to bring the water 
back, and Rajendra found out how to do 
that. Through a number of traditional 
techniques and structures he has brought 
water back to regions that were dry for 
decades, and has brought rivers that were 

dead or dying back to life.  One of the 
most popular structures that were built 
were called johads. A johad is a type of 
rainwater storage tank that is built on 
the ground out of anything from dirt 
and stone to concrete. The johad stores 
water collected during the rainy season so 
that it can be used for human or animal 
consumption throughout the year.   

Another thing that is great about 
johads is that they help to replenish 
groundwater. When you have a body of 
water that is collected, whether it be in a 
johad, a pond, or a lake the water slowly 
percolates into the ground and replenishes 
groundwater supplies. Another similar 
structure that Rajendra uses is called the 
check dam.  It’s fairly similar to the johad 
except that instead of collecting rainwater 
the check dams are set up across streams 
or small rivers and form pools. Such 
dams can also be made out of a number 
of materials; dirt, rocks, logs, basically 
anything that will hold back water. Such 
dams are good for local populations 
because they don’t completely stop the 
flow of water, just make pools that then 
overflow and keep moving downstream. 
These pools of water then replenish 
groundwater supplies in the same way 
that the johads do.  If you consider an 
area that has been through several years 
of drought and has no groundwater, when 
several if not dozens of these structures 
are set up, it’s amazing what can happen.

One of Rajendra’s earliest ventures 
was in the Alwar district. At that time 
most parts of the district were considered 
“dark zones” which meant they had little 
or no groundwater left. The way of life 
for people in these villages had changed 
drastically when over the years their ponds 
and rivers dried up leaving them with no 
way to make a living. Traditionally men 
had farmed this land, but now they had to 
head to the city and get jobs so that they 
could provide for their family.  If there 
was water for farming before, there could 
be water again - and Rajendra knew this.  
He started constructing johads throughout 
the district with the help of local villagers, 
and soon there were more than he could 

Through a number of traditional techniques and structures 
Rajendra Singh has brought water back to regions that were dry 
for decades and brought back to life rivers like the Arvari, Ruparel, 
Sarsa, Bhagani and Jahajwali.
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count.  As planned, the johads filled with 
water during the rainy season and held 
onto it. 15 years later water has been 
restored and life is back to normal for the 
people of the Alwar district.  This success 
led the TBS to work with hundreds of 
other villages and help them to bring 
back the water they once had. Although 
it took 15 years these people now have a 
sustainable way to keep their groundwater 
levels high which will allow them to farm 
and keep their villages alive for centuries 
to come.

In 1986 when Rajendra and the TBS 
got to the Arvari River it had been dry 
for decades. They looked at the situation 
around the river, or what used to be a 
river, and thought that maybe there was 
something that they could do about it.  The 
people of one of the local villages, with 
help from the TBS, went to what used to 
be the source of the river and built a johad.  
Soon after people from this and nearby 
villages started building small earthen 
dams along the riverbed and catchment 
area. Ready for the amazing part?  When 
they reached the point where they had 
built 375 of these dams the river started 
flowing again! They had replenished the 
groundwater to the point that water was 
staying at the surface and once again the 
Arvari was flowing.  

Rajendra said, “It was not our 
intention to re-create the river, not even in 
our wildest dreams”. By using traditional 
harvesting methods they were able to 
revive a river to what it was decades ago.   
And this isn’t the only river. The Ruparel, 
Sarsa, Bhagani and Jahajwali all went 
from being dry for decades to flowing 
once again. What I think is especially 
remarkable is that even today with all of 
our technological advancements I doubt 
that someone could have come up with 
something that would have been able to 
do what these traditional methods did.

Besides being a guru of traditional 
rainwater harvesting techniques Rajendra 
has also become very involved in politics.  
One of his earlier experiences that led to 
this had to do with mining.  Rajendra and 
the TBS were working in the Project  Tiger 
Sanctuary of Sariska building johads to 
help bring their ponds and lakes back to 
what they once were, but after some time 
they noticed that the water levels were 
staying the same. They thought about 
this for a while and Rajendra eventually 
realized that it was because of the mining 
that was going on nearby. What was 
happening was that huge pits were dug 

while the mining was going on, but once 
the mining was done they didn’t spend 
time filling the hole back up with dirt and 
rock, and instead over time they filled with 
rainwater.  Because these pits were so big 
they collected most of the rainwater and 
so the groundwater never got replenished 
and the ponds and lakes stayed dry.  Once 
they realized this they took the issue to 
the government which eventually led to 
the closure of 470 mines in the sanctuary 
and around its borders.  This didn’t come 
without its consequences; including 
Rajendra being beaten by people involved 
with the mining operations - but that 
wouldn’t stop him. In 1991 the TBS 
went to the Supreme Court with a public 
interest petition and got mining banned 
in the wider Aravallis area, and in 1992 
mining was banned by the Ministry of 
Environment and Forest in the Aravalli 
hill system.

In more recent years Rajendra has 
continued his work to provide and protect 
the waters of India. He was upset over 
the lack of action to protect Ganga river 
as well as the lack of any plan for the 
future.  The NGRBA was formed in 2009 
to “ensure effective control of pollution 
and conservation of the river by adopting 
a river-basin approach for comprehensive 
planning and management”. However, 
since its formation, it has only met 
twice even though there have been 

numerous requests from Rajendra 
and his colleagues for meetings. After 
stepping down Rajendra told the press 
that he will be coming out with his own 
bill proposing “strong and effective” 
legislature to protect the river.  If his past 
accomplishments are any indication, this 
effort should be a huge success for the 
Ganga River and Rajendra’s supporters.

Since 1985  Rajendra and the TBS 
have built 4,500 johads, to collect 
rainwater in some 850 villages in 11 
districts in India, and there is no indication 
that they’re going to slow down anytime 
soon. Besides the fact that he’s giving 
back people their livelihood, the villager 
communities now understand how to keep 
a plentiful supply of groundwater at all 
times.  Along with being able to build and 
maintain the johads the villagers can now 
pass these skills onto future generations 
to ensure the survival of their traditional 
way of life.  

--------------------------------------------------------

Brian Luenow is a writer from San Francisco, USA. 
Owing to his interest in water issues, he launched 
HydrateLife (hydratelife.org) in March 2012 to help 
educate people around the world about water crises.

Since 1985 Rajendra and the Tarun Bharat Sangh have built 
4,500 johads, to collect rainwater in some 850 villages in 11 
districts in India, and there is no indication that they’re going to 
slow down anytime soon. 
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Life of Pi-yush

“Action springs not from thought, but from a readiness for responsibility.”
- Dietrich Bonhoeffer

What does it mean to be responsible? 
Who and what are we responsible for? Are 
we only responsible for ourselves? Our 
family? Our Community? What about the 
mountains, the rivers and the land? Who 
takes responsibility for them? 

If you are Piyush Sethia, then you 
take responsibility for all of it. He single 
handedly decided to restore the barren 
hills and the dried up lakes in Salem at the 
tender age of 20, by planting thousands 
of trees and digging up trenches on hills 
around his hometown. Project Harithima 
begun in 1997, was one of the many 
projects that this green entrepreneur 
has championed.  Since then, he has not 
only involved himself in activism, but 
has also gravitated towards constructive 
environmentalism, with the setting up of 
SEED (socio economic environmental 
development), SCF (Salem’s Citizen 
Forum) for outreach and the Coop Forest 
for conducting nature camps and as an 
experimental co-operative space for green 
entrepreneurs. 

Piyush even took moral responsibility 
for not being able to save the picturesque 
Mookaneri Lake from pollution by idols 
made of Plaster of Paris and toxic dyes. 
He had toiled to rejuvenate with local 
support and his SCF team, transforming it 
from a drought- parched barren land into a 
delicate, island - strewn lake teeming with 
life. He ‘surrendered’ before a judicial 
court, lamenting his inability in keeping 
up the promise he made to the public, of 
stopping the pollution of the lake.

Born and brought up in Salem, the 
reason why Piyush started out doing 
what he did seems perplexing yet 
simple. When asked about it, he says 
nonchalantly, “Common Sense”.  Probed 
again, he replies in an even more casual 
tone, “Common Sense.” Maybe that’s 
how it feels to someone who has ‘lived’ a 
place, and not just lived ‘in’ one. A chance 
meeting with fellow activist, Nithyanand 
Jayraman inspired him to become an 
activist in Salem, a hotbed for bauxite and 
magnesite mining, with companies like 
Vedanta, Jindal Steel Works, Dalmia all 

being accused of violating environmental 
laws and regulations. 

Taking responsibility also requires 
one to ascertain who or what they identify 
with. It also requires one to internalize 
who or what they do not represent, do not 
stand for. Piyush has refused to register 
any of his forums as an NGO, as he seeks 
no accreditation from the government 
in any form whatsoever. “Years ago a 
government official enlightened me on 
how registering SEED would put me at 
his mercy. How he could make me jump 
through hoops for him. It struck me that 
he was right, and I haven’t registered any 
organization with the government.”  His 
vocal dissidence and his insistence on not 
identifying himself with the institutions 
of power have put him in grave situations. 
In 2010, sedition charges were levelled 
against him for circulating a pamphlet 
as part of Campaign for Justice and 
Peace at a Republic Day function. The 
sedition charges were later dropped 
after widespread criticism from the civil 
society.

Mookaneri -  A Real Peoples’ 
Movement

Work started on the Mookaneri Eco-
restoration Project in 2010, with 150 
local men, women and children gathering 
at 6 a.m. on every Sunday, cleaning the 
lake and desilting it. Once the excavators 
dug the soil and created islands, people 
planted 25,000 saplings and prayed for 
rains. The sky gods complied, and soon 
the dried up lake had turned into a vibrant 
natural system. More than 50 varieties of 
birds, both migratory and resident, and 
trees towering over 20 feet tall covered 
these islands of hope. 

The secret behind the rejuvenation, 
Piyush explains, has to do with the de 
-silting process, which NABARD has 
deemed as the best de-silting process 
for lakes. So in spite of 2011 and 2012 
being below par years in terms of rainfall, 
Mookaneri hasn’t seen a drastic decrease 
in water level.

What makes the restoration project 
a real peoples’ movement in his eyes, is 
the effort of the community in raising 
funds, taking up awareness initiatives 
independently and having a sense of 
ownership over the lake. Piyush cites 
the enthusiasm of the local youngsters 
in organizing massive funding drives in 
keeping the movement alive. 

The forum has been invited by many 
other communities and NGOs from far and 
away to implement similar rejuvenation 
efforts in their communities. He however, 
has put the responsibility back on local 
communities by asking them to adopt his 
model, instead of waiting for a non-local 
like him to find a quick fix solution.

All isn’t hunky dory though, as 
Piyush and his team have to ward off 
real estate sharks who constantly eye the 
lake as nothing but valuable land ‘gone 
waste’. Frivolous petitions have been 
filed and work has been stopped with 
the nexus of land grabbers, politicians 
and governmental authorities to blame. 
He laments that it’s not easy doing 
practical, grassroots work, where many 
stakeholders may have ulterior motives. 
There seems to be no other choice but to 
persist and resist.

As Piyush heads to Kumaragiri 
lake, the fourth lake restoration project 
undertaken by SCF, the question is what 
makes one take the responsibility and the 
burden of protecting the commons? Is it 
instinct?  Common sense? Experience? 
or maybe it takes it all of them. At the 
lake site, it’s none of the three which 
seem relevant; it’s the sheer energy and 
optimism which seems to keep the local 
community involved in the project. 
Whether it’s the diverting and further 
purification of the sewerage from the 
lake, building of islands and planting of 
trees on them or the construction of a 
park adjacent to the lake, there is a sense 
of inevitability in his tone. No mean 
feat considering the frequent tussles 
with government authorities, political 
leaders and the police. In the mind of an 
environmental activist, there are no half 

- Adil Basha
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Work started on the Mookaneri Eco-restoration 
Project in 2010, with 150 local men, women and 
children gathering at 6 a.m. on every Sunday, cleaning 
the lake and desilting it.... people planted 25000 
saplings ... and soon the dried up lake turned into a 
vibrant natural system.

measures. 

Coop Forest – A Radical Idea
One of Piyush’s long term goals is 

to achieve sustainability in agriculture 
to the extent where people come back to 
farming because of its viability, to induce 
a ‘reverse migration’, as he puts it. One 
of the major steps that he has taken in 
this regard, is the setting up of the ‘Coop 
Forest’, which is an experimental space 
designed to encourage green entrepreneurs 
and their economically beneficial green 
projects. The 180 acre cooperative forest 
located about 60 kms from Salem, at first 
glance seems like an oasis in the middle 
of a desert. Replete with bamboo trees, 
fruit orchards and a vegetable garden, the 
place exudes serenity, a quality often not 
valued by a city dweller. 

The forest, which has eleven fresh 
water ponds, also has a bio mass gasifier 
and a bio gas unit. As Piyush puts it, the 
soft energy of the sun should be converted 
into gas, and the hard energy should be put 
back into the soil. So the domestic kitchen 

waste generates gas for cooking and the 
dried weeds, twigs, grass converted 
into charcoal is put back into soil for 
moisture retention. Piyush invites green 
entrepreneurs to start a green project of 
their choice, reside in the forest and share 
the fruits of their projects, with and within 
the community. Recent experiments with 
aloe vera and guava juices, areca sheath 
plates and bamboo plantations have been 
successful.

Coop Forest also serves as a learning 
centre for children who come there to not 
just admire nature, but get into the thick 
of things, whether its by building mud 
houses, planting trees, digging trenches, 
learning about organic farming or simply 
trekking through the terrain. It is a place 
where nothing is left to abstraction, where 
everything is experiential. Children splash 
into the freshwater pond, and come out on 
to an island of hope.
--------------------------------------------------------

Adil Basha, inspired by a deep ecologist’s 
rant, quit his job as a film curator to join 
Bhoomi and contribute to the sustainability 
movement. 
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Saving the Planet, One Drop at a Time

An inspiring true story that shows just how 
simple it can be for one person with an idea to 
make a difference.

Aabid Surti is an odd character. A few years ago, the 
angular, bearded author was invited to meet the President of 
India to receive a national award for literature at a ceremony 
in the capital, New Delhi. He politely declined. But what he 
has made time for every Sunday for seven years now, is going 
door-to-door in Mira Road, a non-descript suburb of Mumbai, 
with a plumber in tow, asking residents if they need their tap 
fixed for free!

As a distinguished Indian painter and author, Aabid has 
written around 80 books but no story so moved him as the truth 
about water scarcity on the planet. “I read an interview of the 
former UN chief Boutros Boutros Ghali,” he recalls, “who said 
that by 2025 more than 40 countries are expected to experience 
water crisis. I remembered my childhood in a ghetto fighting for 
each bucket of water. I knew that shortage of water is the end 
of civilized life.”

Around the same time, in 2007, he was sitting in a friend’s 
house and noticed a leaky tap. It bothered him. When he pointed 
it out, his friend, like others, dismissed it casually: it was too 
expensive and inconvenient to call a plumber for such a minor 
job – even plumbers resisted coming to only replace old gaskets. 
A few days later, he came across a statistic in the newspaper: 
a tap that drips once every second wastes a thousand litres 
of water in a month. That triggered an idea. He would take a 
plumber from door to door and fix taps for free – one apartment 
complex every weekend.

As a creative artist, he had earned more goodwill than 
money and the first challenge was funding. “But,” he says, 
“if you have a noble thought, nature takes care of it.” Within 
a few days, he got a message that he was unexpectedly being 
awarded Rs.1,00,000 by the Hindi Sahitya Sansthan (UP) for 
his contribution to Hindi literature. And one Sunday morning in 

2007, the International Year of Water, he set out with a plumber 
to fix the problem of leaky taps for his neighbors.

He began by simply replacing old O-ring rubber gaskets 
with new ones, buying new fixtures from the wholesale market. 
He named his one-man NGO ‘Drop Dead’ and created a tagline: 
save every drop… or drop dead.

Every Sunday, the Drop Dead team – which consisted of 
Aabid himself, Riyaaz the plumber and a female volunteer 
Tejal – picked the apartment blocks, got permission from the 
housing societies, and got to work. A day before, Tejal would 
hand out pamphlets explaining their mission and paste posters 
in elevators and apartment lobbies spreading awareness on the 
looming water crisis. And by Sunday afternoon, they would 
ensure the buildings were drip-dry.

By the end of the first year, they had visited 1533 homes 
and fixed around 400 taps. Slowly, the news began to spread. In 
March 2008, director Shekhar Kapur, who was working on his 
own water conservation film, heard about Aabid’s efforts and 
wrote on his website: ‘Aabid Surti, thank you so much for who 
you are. I wish there were more people like you in this world. 
Keep in touch with us and keep inspiring us. Shekhar.’

In 2010, Aabid Surti was nominated for the CNN-IBN CJ 
‘Be The Change’ Award. In the same year, a television crew 
from Berlin flew down to follow him on his Sunday rounds 
which continued come monsoon or shine. It’s hard to say how 
much water he has saved with his mission, given that the faucets 
he fixed could have continued leaking for months, and maybe 
years, had he not rung the doorbell one Sunday morning. But 
conservatively, it could be estimated that he has single-handedly 
saved at least 5.5m litres of water till date. In the summer of 
2013, the state where Aabid lives is expecting its worst drought 
in 40 years. Months in advance, the Chief Minister Prithviraj 
Chauhan has warned citizens to begin conserving water. While 
ministers lobby for drought-relief packages worth millions of 
dollars, Aabid sees his own approach as simple and inexpensive.

As he rings another door-bell on yet another Sunday in Mira 
Road, seven years into his one-man mission, he says: “Anyone 
can launch a water conservation project in his or her area. That’s 
the beauty of this concept. It doesn’t require much funding or 
even an office. And most importantly, it puts the power back in 
our own hands.”

I would call him a modern-day angel; I am lucky I get to 
call him dad.  Much has changed for dad since this post. He 
was given the Sparrow Award for conservation. In April 2013, 
he was once again invited to meet the President of India, for his 
Drop Dead project. This time he went. 

- Aalif Surti

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Aalif Surti is a writer, poet, cartoonist, illustrator, painter, creative 
producer for movies, father, son, student, teacher and none of the 
above… sometimes super, sometimes fragile, mostly in between!

Original article at http://superaalifragilistic.wordpress.com/ 
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At the time of his birth, Pokkan’s 
umbilical chord looked like the bloated, 
elongated seed of the mangrove tree, and 
people affectionately tweaked his name 
to ‘Pokkudan’, a play on his physical 
condition. It was this kid with the bloated 
umbilical chord, born to untouchable 
pulaya parents in a Kerala village in the 
early 1930s, who went on to become the 
legendary Kallen Pokkudan, a name now 
synonymous with mangrove conservation 
not only in the state, but all over India.

Throughout his life, Pokkudan has 
lived in close contact with the nearby 
wetlands and, for over a decade, been 
collecting, preserving and planting the 
seeds of the “mad mangrove” tree (the 
long-fruited, stilted mangrove known 
as rhizophora mucronata). Some 22 
species of mangrove trees welcome you 
to Pokkudan’s village nestled in the 
rich wetlands of north Kerala’s Kannur 
district. Over the years, this humble farm 

The Mangrove Man

worker has planted over 1,00,000 
mangrove saplings with his own 
hands in his native village.

When at the age of 52, 
Pokkudan started planting 
mangrove seedlings in the village 
in 1989, people called him a 
crackpot. Environmentalists had 
then not begun to pay attention 
to the destruction of mangrove 
forests, a vital part of the coastal 
ecosystem. In just four decades, 
mangrove forest area in the state 
had dropped from over 700 sq km 
to a paltry 17 sq km. Yet, Kannur 
still has nearly 45 percent of the 
state’s remaining wetlands, thanks 
mostly to Pokkudan’s initiatives.

Curiously, what led to 
Pokkudan’s passion for mangroves 

was an acute political disillusionment. 
He had spent most of his life building up 
the CPM’s local agricultural labourers’ 
union. After leaving the CPM, Pokkudan 
did nothing for almost a year. In that time, 
he noticed monsoon storms drenching 
little children as they walked to school 
on narrow mud paths in the wetlands. 
The lashing winds would often take away 
their umbrellas and storm waves would 
regularly destroy the embankments in the 
paddy fields.

Pokkudan knew from experience that 
mangroves were the best buffers against 
the wind and the waves. But, over the 
years, the wetlands had turned into dumps 
for garbage from nearby towns. This 
had severely affected their ecological 
functions such as nutrient cycling, flood 
control, ground water recharge, salt 
dissipation, absorption and dilution of 
pollutants and creation of microclimatic 
niches that supported a variety of life 
forms.

Rooted to the wetlands as he was, 
their deterioration pained Pokkudan 
immensely. For the pulayas, the 
mangroves had always been a source of 
food, fuel, fodder and medicine. There 
was the fish that could be cooked or kept 
apart for times of famine, and the berries 
and tubers that could be eaten both raw 
and cooked. Many of these had medicinal 
properties. “The fish, the birds and the 

- K A Shaji

---------------------------------------------
K.A.Shaji, is presently the Chief 
Bureau of The Times of India 
in Coimbatore, and has been a 
correspondent for OPEN magazine. 
He was awarded the Sanskriti 
National Journalism Award for a 
series of articles on agrarian crisis in 
Wayanad.

Originally published at 
countercurrents.org

Kallen Pokkudan has been single handedly responsible for planting over 1,00,000 mangrove 
saplings in his native village in Kerala. 

people all depended on the mangroves,” 
says Pokkudan. He calls the trees “the 
security guards of the earth” and is 
convinced that floods in coastal regions 
would not kill so many if there were 
mangroves.

Collecting the seeds of the mangrove 
trees was strenuous work. Besides, the 
swamps were choked with waste. The 
seedlings planted initially didn’t take root 
because he didn’t know the techniques 
well. But when the 300 seedlings 
he planted the following year grew, 
Pokkudan’s work began to be noticed. 
Soon, the media, environmentalists and 
forest officials arrived on the scene. 
With Pokkudan’s help, the Department 
of Forests set up a mangrove nursery of 
around 30,000 seedlings. Youth clubs 
organised campaigns about the need to 
preserve mangrove forests. People began 
to put up resistance against destruction of 
wetlands in the name of development

In Kerala, Kallen Pokkudan is the last 
word on swamp ecosystems. He talks of 
a Dalit’s oppression in the same breath as 
the slow death of an ecosystem. “The birds 
that roam the skies and nest in mangrove 
branches, tree heads, paddy fields and 
river banks also have a life similar to ours. 
As a Dalit, I had always tilled the earth 
for others. Maybe that’s why I tried to go 
deeper into the possibilities of protecting 
mangroves.” 

The idea of man as a child of 
nature is complete when he says, 
“If someone asks me how I want 
to be known in future, I would say 
Kandal Pokkudan (looks like a 
mangrove tree).”

Ph
ot

o:
w

ik
im

ed
ia

 c
om

m
on

s

Photo:Creative Commons



 26        Eternal Bhoomi     July - September 2013

The call to adventure, the call to take the path less traveled 
or the call to heroic giving of the self may come to a person in 
totally unexpected ways. But perhaps such a call is answered 
with a deep sense of humanity and simplicity only when the 
being is ready for the journey, when the soil of the self can 
truly respond. After meeting Vanya Orr, I came away with 
the feeling of having met a wonderful, down-to-earth human 
being, a healer and a lover of life whose amazing story is both 
heart-warming and inspiring.

Vanya Orr grew up on a very remote mountain farm 
facing the sea in the Wales in the UK. This was her ‘magic 
place’ and the sheep, the beautiful valley and the sea became 
an intrinsic part of her. Then the innate healer in her pulled 
her into getting trained as a nurse and into understanding 
various healing traditions. After her years of marriage and 
bringing up children, at the age of 60 she was happy to get 
back to the Welsh farm, back to the daily rhythms of farm 
life. Little did she imagine that she would uproot herself to 
spend a good part of the next two decades of her life in the 
Nilgiris, responding to an unexpected call to gift her time and 
energies to a host of villages in the Nilgiris.

Vanya Orr came to India to accompany her mother on a 
nostalgia trip. Vanya’s grandfather was a collector in Thane, 
Pune and Bombay in the early twentieth century. Her great, 
great, great grandmother came to India in 1824 at the age 
of 7. Despite this long connection with India, Vanya had no 
intention of visiting India, leave alone staying here for over 
16 years.

Vanya and her mother visited the village of Cinchona in 
the Nilgiris, about 20 km from Ooty, where her grandfather 
had been the superintendant at the Cinchona plantations which 
had been started for the treatment of malaria. A few years 

before their visit, the Government’s Cinchona department had 
been closed down for lack of demand of cinchona as an anti-
malarial drug. The forest department tried to take over the 
land and was trying to evict the people from it – and there was 
an on-going bitter conflict between the villagers who wanted 
to stay and various government officials and departments.

The villagers were desperate – they had to often go 
without food and could see no way ahead; but with their 
native wisdom they saw Vanya as a godsend and insisted that 
she stay and help them out. “What could I do then?” says 
Vanya, “I was a stranger here, knew very little about India, 
and was completely ignorant about the local language or the 
bureaucratic and political compulsions of the place”.

She told the villagers that they had to find answers to their 
problems themselves – and to bring some practical wisdom 
where heightened emotions ruled, she asked them to write 
down their names, what their strengths and skills were, and 
their dreams – what they wanted to do. When they were 
unable to write what they wanted to do, because ‘they did not 
know how to dream’, the extent of their disempowerment hit 
her and it was difficult for her to just walk away. 

She spent three days in the house where her grandparents 
had once stayed – meditating and hoping for some clarity 
to emerge. She went back to England and a donation of 500 
pounds from a Quakers group helped her come back to India 
to see if she can actually work with the Cinchona villagers. 
The FRLHT – Foundation for Revitalisation of Local 
Health Traditions agreed to support her and she started “The 
Earth Trust”, an NGO of the women of the village to grow 
medicinal plants, work for the health of the villagers and also 
on livelihood and other projects.

The Amazing Story of Vanya Orr

At the age of 60, Vanya Orr began ‘The Earth Trust’ and her journey of working with 200 villages of the 
Todas, Badagas and Kotas - tribals who live in the Nilgiri mountain range of South India, which has been 
one of the first places to be registered as a World Biosphere Reserve Home.

- Seetha Ananthasivan
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A Holistic Approach
The mind sees the detail, the heart sees the whole. Vanya, 

even as she worked at bottom-up efforts by empowering 
the village women, was a visionary who realized that many 
connections had to be made.  While she focused on food, 
health, livelihoods, farming without degrading the soil, Vanya 
was sensitive to the unique ecosystem of the Nilgiris. She 
realized that “the Nilgiris is like the heart of South India… It 
[the Nilgiris] has the shape of a heart and supplies water and 
energy to South India, it has a real function.” To preserve what 
is left of the grasslands and sholas which absorb water and 
release it slowly through the roots of the sholas throughout 
the year, she realized it is best to work with the tribals in 
villages in the Nilgiris.

The Earth Trust works with about 15 members and 
volunteers, who are trainers and facilitators who have a range 
of skills – in biodynamic gardening, stress management, 
conducting health programmes, livelihood development 
through tailoring, making distilled oils etc. She helped 
re-establish medicinal and aromatic herbs and also set 
up distillation units for essential oils. These as well as the 
organic vegetables needed to be marketed through the Spice 
Board and through organic vegetable outlets.

She began organic biodynamic farming and gardening in 
schools as well as villages to promote bio-diverse agriculture. 
Confronted with several women suffering from anaemia, she 
has encouraged the growing of the local drumstick tree and 
the daily use of its leaves in cooking or as a dry powder. 
Blending the traditional with innovative ideas, her focus was 
on making the villagers self-reliant with their own knowledge 
and wisdom rather than import medical and other systems 
which would make them more dependant and impoverished. 

She has involved the village elders in the schools so that 
traditional knowledge about plants and medicine as well as 
their culturally rich stories are handed down. To strengthen 
their communities, she says poetically, “stories are the 
landscapes of their own being and identity.”

Her work to regenerate healthful food and farming 
traditions has led to the Queen of Bhutan inviting her to set 
up medicinal gardens in Thimphu. She has also been involved 
with Plastics-Free Nilgiris – a movement to reduce plastics in 
this ecologically sensitive zone. Taken in totality, her work 
through the Earth Trust is the kind of grassroots work that 
is badly needed in critical ecological zones like the Nilgiris 
which actually provides the water and energy to a large part 
of South India 

Struggles on the Way 
Every hero as Joseph Campbell says, finds dragons and 

pitfalls on the way. Vanya Orr encountered many. It was tough 
as a foreigner and a woman at that, to get credibility and deal 
with the Government and other officials. She began her work 
with minimum financial support. She says, “You need to start 
with one of these two beliefs – that money follows vision 
or that vision follows money. I began with the first – and 
somehow we have received money when we needed it.” 

Vanya also started with minimal infrastructure – with a 
room above a cowshed, and no vehicle or computer. She had 
to suffer extremely cold winters and once fell  terribly ill with 
typhoid – from a rat in the water supply.

How did she persist for 16 long years, away from her 
home and friends?  She does live now in a place where most 
of her family were born, lived and are buried, but surely it is 
more than their memory that beckons. The answer seems to 
be the pull of the healer in her to connect with people who 
needed her and the wish to foster compassionate communities 
where people can take charge of their lives. Also her spiritual 
anchoring in the here and now – as she says, “when I am here, 
I am fully and happily here, and when I go back to England, 
I am sure I will be fully there!”

And when does she plan to go back? When she finds some 
committed soul who wants to head the Earth Trust, she says. 
Interested, anyone? 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Seetha Ananthasivan is the founder director of Bhoomi College. 
She conducts programes on inner and outer ecology. and is also 
the Editor of Eternal Bhoomi Magazine.

Vanya was sensitive to the unique ecosystem 
of the Nilgiris. She realized that “the Nilgiris is 
like the heart of South India… It [the Nilgiris] 
has the shape of a heart and supplies water and 
energy to South India, it has a real function.” 
To preserve what is left of the grasslands and 
sholas which absorb water and release it slowly 
through the roots of the sholas throughout the 
year, she realized it is best to work with the 
tribals in villages in the Nilgiris.
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Melkote is a beautiful little tenth century temple town, 
with several sacred lakes scattered around. Though located just 
50km away from Mysore, one gets the feeling of being stuck in 
a time warp while walking through the town. Soon enough, the 
ominous Coca-Cola hoardings serve as a rude reminder that it 
hasn’t remained untouched from ‘development’ after all.

As one enters the premises of the home office of Janapada 
Seva Trust, time flies back once again to an era in which 
backyards were a living reality and posters meant Mahatma 
Gandhi’s words framed on a wall. Sitting in a corner of the 
room is a radiant, snow haired, soon to be an octogenarian, 
Surendra Kaulogi. Born in Dharwad amidst the turbulent 
Indian freedom movement, Mr.Kaulogi embodies the calmness 

As one enters the premises of the home office 
of Janapada Seva Trust, time flies back once 
again to an era in which backyards were a living 
reality and posters meant Mahatma Gandhi’s 
words framed on a wall. Sitting in a corner of the 
room is a radiant, snow haired, soon to be an 
octogenarian, Surendra Kaulogi. 

Janapada Seva
Adil Basha writes about his encounter with octogenarian Surendra Kaulogi and his 

sons, Santosh and Sughosh and their commitment to support the weaving community 
through the Janapada Seva Trust at Melkote in Karnataka, India. 
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of a saint. Having worked with the great Jayaprakash Narayan 
and Vinoba Bhave through the 1950’s, he then settled in Melkote 
and began Janapada Seva Trust with his wife Girija in 1961. 

The Trust runs a program called ‘Hosa Jeevana Daari’, 
employing and empowering local women, who spin and weave 
clothes at the Khadi Gramodyoga. Making a quick tour, it 
becomes evident how the fabric, which is completely hand spun 
and hand woven, can form the fabric of a living community. 
The serenity of the centre is accentuated by the sounds of 
the handlooms working in tandem. Some of the charkas are 
innovative yet effective, conjured out of old bicycle parts. The 
workers seem at peace as the energy of co-creation envelops the 
space around. 

The Trust has been able to produce 1,000 metres of khadi 
fabric on a monthly basis. Apart from providing livelihoods to 
the workers, the program keeps the craft of weaving alive. Ironic 
though, considering Melkote was once known for its community 
of weavers and many families sustained themselves on the craft. 
Such a community has slowly eroded due to an urban exodus.

Small is Beautiful 
Santosh and Sughosh, as mild mannered as their father, who 

assist in managing the trust, feel that the most difficult thing 
for an organization is to remain small and simple in today’s 
world. When the youth from the local town tell him that they 
would rather do a computer job than be a weaver, they feel 
disheartened. “The allure of the city has led to unprecedented 
migration. People who do not move to the cities, are seen as 
failures.” says Santosh. No wonder then that khadi has been on a 
steady decline since the advent of globalization in our country. If 
khadi has to remain relevant in our lives in the future, we really 
need to look deeper. Our country is a country of villages, and 
we need to get back to them, feels Mr.Kaulogi, reiterating the 
philosophy of ‘Sarvodaya’ embraced by Mahatma Gandhi. 

Santosh feels that government subsidies and the 
mainstream education system are to blame for this decline. The 

industrialization of the textile industry made the handloom 
industry less financially viable and the education system 
alienated the youth from the craft itself. “We’ve had school 
children coming here to the khadi workshop for a day, most of 
them sons and daughters of weavers, who seem to be unaware 
of the craft”, Santosh says with a tinge of irony. This alienation 
has meant fewer and fewer people learning the craft in the last 
few decades.

He mentions how getting local people interested in  
spinning, weaving or other handicraft related jobs has been a 
herculean task. To get married he says, a prospective groom 
needs to ‘boast’ of a job in Bangalore or Mysore. The stereotype 
of physical work being menial work has permeated the psyche 
of the youth, and it has resulted in a major shortage of artisans 
required for the sustenance of a craft. The Centre however has 
been doing its best to resurrect khadi by keeping the production 
process cost-efficient and low on investment. By selling their 
products (kurtas, quilts, village products, books) locally at the 
Janapada Khadi store and in Mysore, the Trust truly embodies 
the essence of a local economy. With the introduction of natural 
dyes made out of roots, barks, leaves, fruits etc, the Centre is on 
its way to becoming a true eco-hub as well. 

Context is Everything
“Without talking about politics, caste system, poverty, we 

cannot talk of environment. We need contextual solutions.” says 
Santosh, when asked about what it requires to be a grassroots 
activist. He feels there is immense support at the level of 
ideation, but scarce help when the proverbial push comes to 
shove. The trust itself has evolved in this context, where it 
might have started out as a rehabilitation centre for destitute 
women and the physically challenged; it now has involved 
itself in organic farming and forestry. This shift seems relevant 
and almost an imperative, considering that self sufficiency is 
directly dependant on a community growing its own food. 

As we walk through the fruit orchard, Sughosh, an avid 
photographer, tells us that what’s lost from agriculture is the 
culture itself. He believes that the present conditions render it 
impossible for a farmer to take up natural farming or organic 
farming. To better the situation, the trust has started out a 
project called ‘Nene Bana’, under which ten acres of dry land 
has been ear marked for reviving native varieties of plants, to 
create a nursery which can supply seeds and seedlings to local 
farmers in and around Melkote. 

Back at the ashram, on asked how he feels about the future, 
not just of khadi but of mankind, Mr. Kaulogi says he feels 
99% pessimistic and 1% optimistic.“While we try to figure out 
if life exists on other planets, we seem to have no qualms of 
extinguishing it on Earth.”  But even this iota of hope seems 
to be sufficient impetus for him to edit a monthly magazine on 
experiments in community living called ‘Janapada Vichara’, to 
provide schooling for the disabled, shelter for the abandoned, 
assist rural groups in achieving self sufficiency, to travel around 
the state to meet with farmers, and not the least, smile. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Adil Basha, inspired by a deep ecologist’s rant, he quit his job as a film 
curator to join Bhoomi and contribute to the sustainability movement 
in any way possible. Some of them include harvesting tomatoes, 
kneading cow dung and researching (once in a while).

The industrialization of the textile industry made 
the handloom industry less financially viable and 
the education system alienated the youth from the 
craft itself. “We’ve had school children coming 
here to the khadi workshop for a day, most of 
them sons and daughters of weavers, who seem to 
be unaware of the craft.”
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Anshu Gupta is an entrepreneur like 
any other. He identified a major consumer 
need, found an efficient way to meet 
it and went on to create a sustainable 
and scalable business that generates 
profits year after year. But with a small 
difference: the profits don’t accrue to him 
or his business but to millions of the rural 
poor in India. 

His consumers, the really destitute, 
buy his products – refurbished clothes and 
garments. They pay with the only currency 
they have – their ability to work. And that 
work brings about rural development. It 
creates valuable economic infrastructure 
such as roads, bridges, wells, cleaner 
water bodies and forests. All this happens 
from discarded clothes that people in 
cities donate to Anshu’s social enterprise, 
Goonj.

Starting in 1998 with 67 discarded 
clothes that he and his wife, Meenakshi, 
collected in their own home, Goonj, has 
built up a “trash-based, not cash-based 
parallel economy,” says Anshu.

This year Anshu Gupta won the Social 
Entrepreneur of the Year India Award 

Goonj

instituted by the Schwab Foundation For 
Social Entrepreneurship and the Jubilant 
Bhartia Foundation. In fact in 2012, Goonj 
achieved major global fame. The National 
Aeronautics & Space Agency (NASA) 
and the US State Department chose it 
for  ‘Game Changing Innovation’ after a 
worldwide search and selection process 
while the Global Development Network 
(GDN) awarded it the Japanese first prize 
for the ‘Most Innovative Development 
Project’.

Yet, Anshu is unhappy. “More and 
more people should begin to realize that 
this debate about social enterprise and 
donation-based charity is utter bunkum,” 
he said frankly.

“We are always willing to learn but we 
are not willing to be taught how we need 
to make profits to be ‘sustainable’ and 
‘scalable’ or how to be more efficient in 
the way we handle resources. This is mere 
jargon propagated by learned people. We 
are neither a charitable organization nor a 
social enterprise. We are an idea that the 
innate desire of people to help others can 
be converted into a sustainable, scalable 
and replicable enterprise.”

“Give me one good reason why we 
should change our model as we are often 
told at various forums. Why?” he asked 
in anguish.

“Show me one temple, mosque 
or church that has failed for want of 
donations? More companies fail than 
donation- based NGOs. People donate out 
of faith and guilt. We want to channelize 
this into development rather than for 
building religious buildings,” Anshu said.

Any business starts with identifying 
a consumer need and Anshu did that 
with great insight. “Clothing is not a 
developmental issue. People talk of 
gender issues, housing, energy, food… 
but no one sees clothing as a major need. 
When we reach clothing to the poor, 
there is larger value addition in economic 
development because it frees up money 
that individuals would have otherwise 
spent on clothes for more critical needs 
such as food, health and education,” he 
said.

Besides, like any other business, he 
is offering what consumers need. “When 
people donate they simply give away 

“We are an idea that the innate desire of people to help others can 
be converted into a sustainable, scalable and replicable enterprise.” 

- Arjun Sen
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what they have discarded. And whatever 
is collected is dumped on the poor without 
a thought to what they really need. People 
sent warm clothing to victims of the 
tsunami.”

Anshu explains that Goonj processes 
everything that they collect and give the 
poor exactly what they need against the 
only currency in which they can pay for – 
their ability to work. Not for free.

“The greatest asset poor people have 
is their dignity. They will die but they 
will not beg. So we give against work that 
people do for themselves, their community 
and by extension, the entire nation. We 
fill an important gap – we use discarded 
material to bring about development 
where it is stuck due to lack of financial 
resources. Ultimately, all development 
is about materials – even with money 
you buy materials. Now, we are not only 
giving clothes for development work but 
also infrastructural materials to build 
schools and office buildings,” Anshu 
explained.

“What you see in this office except for 
the laptops and printers is all recycled,” 

he said as we sat in Goonj’s office and 
talked across the table. “As you can see 
there is little uniformity in the furniture 
– everything is collected, recycled 
material.” Amazing.

Goonj’s workshop is equally amazing. 
Piles of discarded clothes, utensils, toys, 
books, furniture, what have you, are being 
carefully graded into what is directly 
usable, what needs some repair and what 
needs complete recycling. Nothing is 
wasted. Not even a rusted pin.

From clothing materials that would be 
dumped as unusable, Goonj conjures up 
a range of useful products from hygienic 
sanitary napkins to designer accessories. 
All designed by ordinary people using 
their own wisdom and knowledge. “No 
designer or consultant has ever been 
engaged,” Anshu said.

Goonj has a dedicated team of 150 
employees – mostly economically 
disadvantaged women. The joy on their 
faces is obvious. They know they are in a 
wonderful business where they work for 
themselves and for their fellow human 
beings.

“Yes we do need cash to meet the 
expenses of collecting, processing and 
transporting our clothes and products to 
poor people in rural areas. We are now 
going to make it mandatory for those 
who donate their discarded items to also 
donate at least Rs 100 in cash to pay for 
the logistics. Right now 40 per cent of our 
annual budget of Rs 3.5 crore comes from 
individual donations, another 50 per cent 
from selling our products and all kinds 
of sponsorships and 10 per cent from our 
awards,” he said. 

Goonj has a dedicated team of 150 
employees – mostly economically 
disadvantaged women. The joy on their faces 
is obvious. They know they are in a wonderful 
business where they work for themselves and 
for their fellow human beings.

-------------------------------------------------------

Arjun Sen is the Editorial Consultant at 
Civil Society magazine, India’s leading 
publication covering the development sector 
and also co-founder & CEO of Sharp Arrow 
Communications. Previously, he worked at 
The Economic Times, Kolkata.
 
Re-printed with permission from the      
e-magazine Civil Society.

Anshu explains that Goonj processes everything that 
they collect and give the poor exactly what they need 
against the only currency in which they can pay for – 
their ability to work. Not for free. “The greatest asset 
poor people have is their dignity,” 
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It’s seven in the morning. I wake up, 
anxious for a hot cup of coffee and ready 
to run through my emails. What will 
the day be like, I wonder. What will be 
traded? What will be exchanged? What 
will I receive, and what will I part with? 
Will I finally get my hands on the full 
length mirror I’ve been angling for? Will 
someone finally accept my barely used 
bottle of body lotion?

Does it sound like I live in some 
parallel universe? Well, in some ways 
I do. I live and revel in the world of 
FreecycleTM, a modern day gift economy  
in which people give away things that 
they no longer need for free to other 
people through an online group.

The Freecycle NetworkTM is a non-
profit organization that started in Tucson, 
Arizona, in 2003 in order to recycle 
waste in Tucson and keep landfills from 
encroaching on the desert landscape. 
Founder Deron Beal was working for a 
non-profit that had accumulated things 
that it no longer needed, and he had the 
idea of creating an online forum where 
people could easily post what they had 
to give away. The idea gained popularity 
in Tucson and membership swelled in a 
matter of months. The network has now 
grown into a strong grassroots movement 
of people in countries as far flung as 
Oman, Bolivia, and Turkey.

How it works is fairly simple. 
Interested individuals request approval 
for the formation of a Yahoo group, which, 
once approved by the network, will start 
accepting members. Usually, membership 
is defined geographically. For example, I 
belong to two groups: one for Decatur and 
one for Metro Atlanta.

Members of the group can offer 
whatever it is that we have at home or at 
work but do not need anymore. Maybe a 
rolling chair, bath products, a cell phone, 
or even unused (of course, unexpired!) 
groceries. To preserve the integrity of 
the group, people offer items that are 
either gently used or used but still in 
good condition. The idea is not to exploit 

the group’s largesse or to use the group 
for clearing trash from home; rather, we 
voluntarily “gift” items we no longer need 
or want to members in the group. Once 
you make an offer through a post on the 
group’s list serve, you wait for responses 
from other members who are willing to 
take the items. You correspond with the 
person you choose, and arrange for a date, 
time, and place for pick up. While almost 
anything can be offered, it has to be legal. 
No alcohol and no adult-only items. The 
rule is “keep it free, legal, and appropriate 
for all ages.” Members are also allowed to 
post messages asking for items that they 
need, but are limited to making “Wanted” 
posts once a week.

When I joined the Decatur group two 
years ago, I was not an active member. 
I would often check the messages but 
never would bother to offer or accept 

items. But now, I have mobility (I did 
not own a car two years back), live in 
a bigger apartment, and have a more 
stable roommate (a husband) making 
it worth my while to stay active in the 
group. FreecyleTM seems to work well. I 
have so far given away cameras, jewelry, 
moving boxes, lamp shades, kitchenware, 
stereo players (for which I received more 
than 30 requests), and much more. I 
have also received lamps, bath products, 
kitchenware, vases, and then some! Bath 
products, you wonder? Yes, the ones that 
are offered are more often than not barely 
used or even better, new! I have great 
satisfaction in knowing that what I do not 
need somebody else needs and will put to 
good use before the shelf life of the item 
wears out.

Take a moment and look around you. 
I’d be willing to bet that strewn around 

“...Does it sound like I live in some parallel universe? Well, 
in some ways I do. I live and revel in the world of FreecycleTM, a 
modern day gift economy  in which people give away things that 
they no longer need for free to other people through an online 
group.”

- Girija Sankar
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Gift Culture - Stories

“...Does it sound like I live in some parallel universe? Well, 
in some ways I do. I live and revel in the world of FreecycleTM, a 
modern day gift economy  in which people give away things that 
they no longer need for free to other people through an online 
group.”
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that room are things that you may never 
really need but are still just sitting there, 
staring at you, as a bleak reminder of that 
crazy shopping spree two summers ago.

I look around me and have already 
spotted some useless vases passing off 
for tacky decorative pieces, candles that 
won’t ever be burnt as they’re not as 
fragrant as the packaging claimed, and one 
throw pillow too many. Now, I may never 
get around to giving away those throw 
pillows, but I live everyday knowing that 
I am surrounded at home and work with 
things I do not need and have not used 
in a while and that, one day, I will be 
overcome with a sense of je ne sais quoi 
and will post a deluge of messages on 
the group offering items and beseeching 
members to come and get them! What’s 
better, I also know that there will be folks 
out there who have been meaning to buy 
a throw pillow or two, or a candle or two, 
for whatever reasons. I know that my 
trash will be somebody’s treasure.

I’ve heard people say that giving 
is always so much more rewarding 
than receiving. Bah, humbug, I said! 
Wait until I get all those free goodies 
from FreecycleTM! After a year of 
active participation, I would have to 
grudgingly agree with those altruists. It 
does feel better to give away something 
that you have owned. It is not merely a 
disembodied email to which you respond. 
Almost all the items I have given away, 
I have personally handed over to the 
receiver. The idea that in some small way 
you are bringing a few moments of cheer 
to an absolute stranger’s life gives far 
more pleasure that receiving a new Bath 
and Body lotion for free.

FreecycleTM is only one outgrowth 
of the environmental movement. (Here 
I have to differentiate between the 
environmental movement and the trend 
that is environmentalism. The trend is 
more sympathetic toward what I would call 
materialistic environmentalism, where 
one goes out and buys recyclable grocery 
bags or replaces halogens with CFCs. 
Not that there’s anything wrong with 
that.) The FreecycleTM philosophy draws 
from other lifestyle movements such as 
voluntary simplicity, anti-consumerism, 
and self-sustaining communities.

One needs to look no further than 
Auroville in Pondicherry, India, for a fitting 
illustration of successful experiments in 
community self-sustenance. Furthermore, 
many of these movements (at least in 
the United States) date back to the early 
1960s. More recently, there have been 

several Malcolm Gladwell-esque “tipping 
points” that have spurred an explosive 
interest in going green: recent debates 
about climate change, peaking with Al 
Gore’s Oscar winning documentary, The 
Inconvenient Truth; rising oil prices which 
have contributed to rising food prices; 
a plethora of books that have aroused 
interest in ethical food and consumption 
practices,(e.g. Michael Pollan’s 
Omnivore’s Dilemma); the economic 
downturn; and finally, the online activism 
demonstrated by millions of bloggers who 
have made it their life’s mission to follow 
ambitious goals in simple and ethical 
living (e.g.: www.100milediet.org).

Participating in the gift economy is an 
easy first step to challenging larger issues 
such as conspicuous consumption and 
climate change. It also takes the edge off 
the penny pinching that we’re all forced 
into with the economic downturn. 

Researchers studying the Gift 
Economy observe that groups such as 
FreecycleTM offer powerful alternatives 
to financial transactions and interactions. 
A similar model being explored is 
reciprocal altruism: things are given away 
with no written or oral agreement for an 
exchange, but with the understanding that 
the giver may one day receive something 
that she needs from the same or different 
receiver.

FreecycleTM is not a freebie bonanza. 
For the community to work, members 
understand that they cannot grab all 
that is offered and not reciprocate with 
counter offers. Now, having said that, I 
am skeptical about how each community 
deals with errant, greedy members. The 
most obvious monitoring is, of course, 
keeping tabs on the number of “wanted” 
ads posted on the list serve. Moderators 
can easily track which members place 
disproportionate requests for items and 
can curtail their rights within the groups. 
But there is not a system in place to 
check the members who are always 
first to accept items offered by other 
members. Notwithstanding these seeming 
loopholes, the network works!

The Freecycle NetworkTM is not 
without detractors who have accused it 
of succumbing to commercial interests 
because FreecycleTM now has corporate 
sponsorship from Waste Management, 
Inc., a leading provider of waste and trash 
removal services in the United States. 
Beal, the founder, has also been criticized 
for being too fastidious about trademark 
issues. Detractors claim that “freecycle” 
is a generic term; Beal claims otherwise. 

--------------------------------------------------------

Girija Sankar works in International 
Development for an NGO based in Atlanta, 
United States. She was born, brought-up and 
attended college in Chennai. When not writing 
reports for work, Girija writes for pleasure- 
about her travels and critiquing works of 
fiction, and non-fiction. Girija’s writings have 
appeared in India Currents, Khabar, JMWW, 
Alimentum, Youngzine and Muse India.

These and other issues have annoyed the 
more radical early FreecycleTM members 
and supporters—so  much so that there 
are now break-away groups like www.
freesharing.org, a loose network of 
local groups that do not receive any 
sponsorship.

Still, FreecycleTM now has more than 
4,500 groups with more than 5.5 million 
members in 70 countries. With a global 
population of over six billion, that may 
seem like a drop in the ocean, but it is a 
drop nonetheless.

By the way, I have been trying to 
pass off this fine portable CD player for 
months on end in my group. It has one 
tiny flaw - it doesn’t work. Don’t get me 
wrong. People often offer articles that do 
not work, hoping that techno geeks out 
there will fix and enjoy them. I have had 
no such luck. It’s SONY to boot! I’ll tell 
you what: I’ll throw in a pillow and two 
candles if I hear back from you.

Participating in the gift 
economy is an easy first step to 
challenging larger issues such as 
conspicuous consumption and 
climate change. It also takes the 
edge off the penny pinching that 
we’re all forced into with the 
economic downturn. 
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It was the year 1997. We had just 
started implementing the Community 
Farming project for tribals (subsequently 
christened as Ganga Kalyana Yojana by 
the State Government). The energy levels 
were high and Mohan was in-charge 
of the program. Mohan was a young 
engineering graduate from IIT Kharagpur. 
He had joined SVYM as a member some 
years ago and had subsequently quit his 
job at L & T and joined our team on a full-
time basis in 1995. He was a workaholic 
and putting in nearly 14-16 hours each 
day into this work. The tribal youth had 
to be trained, the Yajamanas had to be 
kept motivated and the tribal farmers 
participating in the program needed to get 
the inputs and technology on time. Added 
to this was the uncertainty of the weather. 
The Government was supporting us to the 
fullest and SK Das, the then social welfare 
secretary was keen to ensure the success 
of this innovative program. While all 

this was something that we could do and 
reasonably manage, little could be done 
about the marauding elephants. The entire 
work was being undertaken on the banks 
of the Kabini, which was considered as 
one of Asia’s largest elephant corridors. 
To neutralize this problem, the tribals 
decided that they would try growing a 
crop that the elephants had not got used 
to. We decided on cabbage and cultivated 
it in more than 20 acres of land. As we 
neared the harvest of the crop, I went 
to Mysore to enquire about the market 
prices. The cost of 1 kg of cabbage in the 
market was around Rs 6. I came back and 
told Mohan that our experiment could be 
a success. The elephants had not raided 
the cabbage fields and we began the 
harvest. We harvested nearly 3 tons of the 
crop and started dreaming of the money 
that we could get if we sold our produce 
at Rs 4 per kg.

Mohan got the crop loaded onto 
our truck and decided to drive it down 
to the Agriculture Produce Marketing 
Committee (APMC) yard where the 
vegetables could be sold. The market 
operated under its own peculiar laws 
and was most active for buying from 
the farmers between 3 and 7 am. Mohan 
reached the market around 2 am and started 
looking around for buyers. His ignorance 
and naivety was quickly shattered when 
he learnt that we could sell the crop to 
only one agent who specialized in buying 
cabbage. Apparently, the divisions were 
clear amongst the agents. If one focused 
on potato, the other stuck to onions and 
so on. The onion man would not buy 
your potato crop nor could you get to 
sell your cabbage to anybody except the 
cabbage agent. These were unwritten 
rules that everyone respected, but the 
agents benefited from the most. They 
ensured that a rigid monopoly existed 

Learning Agriculture Marketing     
The Hard Way!
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“Farming makes a person complete, humble and gives him the knowledge of how small 
and insignificant we are in this grand cosmic drama. It gives a person the perspective 
and opportunity to understand true selfless work.”

- Dr. R. Balasubramanian

Agriculture
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Dr. R. Balasubramaniam is a development 
activist, social innovator, writer and a 
leadership trainer. He has spent the last 25 
years of his life in the service of the rural and 
tribal people in the forests of India. At the age 
of 19, he founded Swami Vivekananda Youth 
Movement(SVYM).

He is also a member of the advisory board of 
Bhoomi College.

which gave them an undue and unfair 
negotiation advantage. The cabbage 
agent was determined not to give us more 
than 30 paise per kg. Mohan was both 
disappointed and angry. He knew that the 
retail rate in the market was Rs 6 per kg. 
Any amount of reasoning or appealing to 
the man’s sense of fairness did not work. 
The tribals who had accompanied Mohan 
were disappointed. Some of them wanted 
to dump the entire crop by the wayside 
and return. The more benevolent of them 
felt that they could simply donate the 
vegetables to an orphanage or an old-
age home and come back. Mohan finally 
decided to sell the vegetables at the 
agent’s price with the hope that it would 
atleast cover the cost of diesel that was 
used to transport the crop.

They returned in the middle of the day 
very disappointed and crestfallen. I was 
shattered to learn that all the efforts of our 
tribal brethren were futile. How could we 
get them to move up the economic ladder 
if society constantly conspired to keep 
them out of it? I soon learnt that this was 
the fate of most of our farmers. They are 
completely at the mercy of the rain gods, 
the money lenders and the traders. One felt 
so helpless and impotent in this system. It 
was then that Kempaiah, the Yajamana of 
Kempanahadi came calling. I always used 
to look forward to our conversations and 
he always had some wise experience to 
share with me. He had learnt about this 
recent catastrophic adventure of ours. He 
wanted to console and encourage me on. I 
narrated how unfair the treatment towards 
our tribal farmers had been. I told him 

that after all the effort, sleepless nights 
guarding the crop and the dreams that our 
people had, this was something that I had 
not bargained for. What he told me was 
something that changed the way in which 
I was interpreting and seeing this whole 
incident. He asked me to stop measuring 
the efforts and hard work of the tribals 
in terms of the money that society could 
give us. He said it was stupid to even 
consider measuring something as sacred 
as working on the land by the narrow 
scale of money and economics. He said 
that farming was a spiritual activity which 
took you as close to God as you can get. 
He said farming makes a person complete, 
humble and gives him the knowledge of 
how small and insignificant we are in this 
grand cosmic drama. He said it gives a 
person the perspective and opportunity to 
understand true selfless work. He said I 
needed to learn to measure life from this 
context and from the perspective of the 
fulfillment and enrichment that the tribals 
got by cultivating the cabbage crop. 
Seeing the crop unfold in front of our 

very own eyes is watching God in action 
and nothing could match this. Money, he 
said, was inadequate to even come close 
enough.

Kempaiah’s words left me speechless 
and wonder-struck. How much wisdom 
this old paan-chewing tribal had! It was 
fascinating to understand how much he 
had learnt from the nature around him 
and how evolved these people were. How 
I wish all those who believe that earning 
money is the only thing to live for, learn 
from Kempaiah and his wisdom.

Kempaiah asked  to stop measuring the efforts and 
hard work of the tribals in terms of the money that 
society could give us. He said it was stupid to even 
consider measuring something as sacred as working on 
the land by the narrow scale of money and economics. 
He said that farming was a spiritual activity which took 
you as close to God as you can get. 
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How Guerrilla Gardeners
         are Changing the World

I remember the day my fifth grade 
teacher, Mrs. Burkett, told my class about 
Johnny Appleseed. I couldn’t relate to 
him, at all. I tried to imagine actually 
meeting a real person who wore a cooking 
pot on his head like a hat and scattered 
apple tree seeds everywhere he went. I 
remember thinking, “If I’d actually met 
him, I would’ve thought he was nuts. 
But it’s super cool that he left a trail of 
abundance in his wake.”

Much of what I learned about Johnny 
Appleseed was fiction. Even so, there 
are plenty of amazing people who are 
carrying out his seed-scattering legacy 
today. In this age, we call them guerrilla 
gardeners. Ron Finley, one of the leaders 
of this movement, gave an excellent TED 
talk explaining what he does and why he 
does it.

Of course, there’s a big difference 
between Johnny Appleseed and today’s 
guerrilla gardeners. Johnny Appleseed was 
a nurseryman, and guerrilla gardeners are 
shovel-toting revolutionaries. As a group, 
they’re not out to topple governments, but 
they don’t mind breaking a city ordinance 
or neighborhood HOA rule when there’s 
land that needs tending.

 Why do they do it? Mr. Finley, who 
lives in South Central Los Angeles, 

became a guerrilla gardener because he 
wanted to turn that area – a food desert – 
into an oasis. So many in his neighborhood 
were sick because they were subsisting on 
fast food and soda; fresh, healthy produce 
was a rarity in that area. Finley noted a 
common sense solution to the problem: 
all around him, there was neglected, 
public land on which to grow the fruits 
and veggies missing from their diets.

Some choose guerrilla gardening 
because they want to beautify their 
cities, while others do it as an act of civil 
disobedience.

 In some situations, guerrilla gardeners 
carry out clandestine operations under the 
cover of darkness. In others, secrecy may 
not be necessary because property owners 
or city officials support operations. 
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I love that there are people 
out there who want to step up 
and make trash land productive. 
I like that there are people who 
are willing to take risks in order 
to do what they believe to be 
right, people who see problems 
and enact solutions, even at the 
threat of punishment. 

- Kimbriel Dean

Gardening
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In Finley’s case, he encountered 
trouble when he first started gardening. 
Eventually, he gained the backing of his 
Congressman, and the rules blocking his 
public gardens were overturned.

Is Guerrilla Gardening a Good Idea? 

I love that there are people out there 
who want to step up and make trash land 
productive. I like that there are people 
who are willing to take risks in order to do 
what they believe to be right, people who 
see problems and enact solutions, even at 
the threat of punishment. World-changers 
are generally built of such stock.

 As with everything, though, effective 
guerrilla gardeners must consider the 
unique variables of each situation. There’s 
still room for ethics even when rules are 
broken.

A few questions to consider when 
deciding if, when and where to guerilla 
garden:

 � What are you trying to accomplish? Do 
you want to make an anti-authoritarian 
statement, even if it means your 
plants will simply be torn up or 
trampled down? Or, do you want to 
fundamentally change the rules for 
public land usage in your area? If you 

want to have a shot at changing the 
way things are done in your city, take 
some time to carefully consider your 
garden location, presentation and the 
way it will be perceived by locals and 
officials. Rally the support of neighbors. 
Draft petitions to present to municipal 
leaders.

 � Are you benefitting your neighbors? In 
some cases, the vacant land you have 
your eye on belongs to your neighbors, 
not the city. Will they mind if you use 
it? Can you ask permission?

 � Do you know what seeds to grow in 
your area? Whether you’re throwing 
seed bombs or planting a garden, it’s 
important to stay away from invasives 
or noxious plants that will hurt your 
local ecosystem.

 The best way to support the health 
of the guerrilla gardening movement is 
to approach decisions with respect for 
neighbors, local wildlife and, as much as 
possible, local authorities. With that said, 
viva la garden revolution!

Maja, the guerrilla gardener
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Flower garden in a newspaper stand

The best way to support the health of the guerrilla 
gardening movement is to approach decisions with respect 
for neighbors, local wildlife and, as much as possible, 
local authorities. 

--------------------------------------------------------

Kimbriel Dean is passionate about everything art, 
music and festival-related. She’s a co-owner of a 
soon-to-be self-sustaining earthship house and 
community garden in a Central American lake 
village.

Reprinted with permission from the website: 
ignite.me
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With more and more people moving to the cities, Herbert Girardet - a social 
anthropologist and author of the book Sustainable Cities, ponders the sustainability of 
an increasingly urbanized world and examines how one Australian city is now meeting 
the challenge.

The Self-sufficient City

Adelaide City, Photo courtsey: toptravel.net

The characteristic of a truly 
sustainable city is, first and foremost, 
that it powers itself entirely by means 
of renewable energy systems. Herbert 
Girardet encourages us to make a quick 
switch to renewable energy to power our 
houses, our urban transport systems and 
our daily way of life.

What are the three qualities 
that should characterize a 
sustainable city?

The impact on the planet today is 
primarily from urban consumption 
patterns. Cities leave an enormous 
ecological footprint on the global 
environment. They take up huge areas 
outside themselves in order to supply the 
food and materials we take for granted 
in our daily urban life. The characteristic 
of a truly sustainable city is, first and 
foremost, that it powers itself entirely by 
means of renewable energy systems.

Copenhagen is in the lead worldwide 
as a city where a large proportion of its 
energy is derived from wind power and 
increasingly from solar power systems. 
These are examples for cities of the 
world to learn from, in making renewable 
energy the main energy supply.

The great challenge for decision 
makers, politicians, and energy makers 
is to quickly switch our energy supplies 
to renewable energy. Not only to power 
our houses, but to power urban transport 
systems and the daily way of life.

Secondly, it’s important for cities to 
adopt a circular metabolism. In nature, 
waste materials are absorbed beneficially 
back into the local environment as 
nutrients. Cities don’t do that. They 
work by way of taking resources from 
one place and dumping them somewhere 
else causing damage to nature. We need 
to turn this linear process into a circular 
process instead.

The recycling of particularly organic 
waste is important for the sustainability of 
large cities. We need to meet this challenge 
and create a metabolism that mimics 
natural systems. Materials and products 
that we use need to be biodegradable. 
Plastic, which does not decompose easily, 
can be produced so that nature can absorb 
it more effectively.

For instance, waste from households 
is primarily organic. Even so, a lot of it 
ends up in waste dumps on the edge of 
the city where it produces methane gas for 
many years thus causing further damage 
to the climate. This cannot continue.

In Denmark, a large proportion of the 
organic waste that would otherwise end 
up in the waste stream is being taken out 
and composted into soil again, so that it 
can be put back into farmland. This is 
an important part of the sustainable city. 
Organic waste must become part of the 
organism of food supplies to cities. In 
the future it will not be possible to grow 
food unless you recycle the nutrients. You 
cannot grow crops without phosphates, so 
it’s particularly important to extract these 

nutrients from waste and sewage, so that 
they become nutrients for a sustainable 
agriculture.

The third primary characteristic of a 
truly environmentally sustainable city is 
carbon neutral transport systems. Modern 
transport systems primarily run on fossil 
fuels and this cannot continue. The way 
forward, albeit a challenge, is to find 
ways in which wind and solar power 
can be used to supply electric vehicles. 
Cycling and pedestrianization is also very 
important. In Copenhagen, we see how 
the combination of pedestrianization, 
cycling and reduced reliance on the 
private car has made a big difference 
in making Copenhagen a much more 
sustainable city than it was 20 years ago.

What are the three challenges 
that top the to-do list in cities 
around the world?

One of the challenges is to combine the 
creation of environmentally sustainable 
cities with benefits to society. There are 
some interesting new opportunities here. 
Typically, we see a surplus of people all 
over the world who are not finding jobs, 
particularly in very large cities. London 
has tens, possibly hundreds, of thousands 
of young people who cannot find jobs. 
The opportunities and breakthroughs in 
renewable energy combined with the 
need for cities to become much more 
energy efficient create a staggering 
potential for new jobs. In Germany 

Science
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Herbert Girardet is a social anthropologist; 
he advises city and national governments on 
regenerative development strategies. He is 
the author and co-author of 50 documentaries 
and 12 books. 

He is the Director of Programmes at the 
World Future Council and a consultant to UN 
Habitat and the London Development Agency.

This article was published in the website, 
www.dac.dk
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alone about 270.000 new jobs have been 
created in the last nine years by adapting 
to solar and wind power. Combined with 
retrofitting this creates a substantial new 
industry.

Another important issue is not just the 
economics and the environmental aspects 
of sustainability but also what one might 
call cultural sustainability. It is critically 
important to have the flow of ideas and 
to include the way people think into city 
planning. Decisions affect our daily lives. 

One of the big problems in modern 
democracies is that we are only asked to 
manifest our views every four-five years 
when an election takes place. But, in a 
world where sustainability and concern 
about damaging the world fatally is 
becoming such a big issue, it is of critical 
importance to voice our views much more 
actively today and to use them in decision-
making. For instance, in the Brazilian 
city of Porto Alegre the city government 
decided to involve the general public 
in the budget setting process. People 
started considering what the money 
should be spent on. On better schools, 
better transport systems, playgrounds 
and so on. This was a creative process 
where everyone was asked to participate 
with their views and ideas on how to do 
this. By way of process Porto Alegre has 
become a dynamic city. Suddenly people 
think about these issues on a daily basis.

On one hand, we need to have 
creativity and initiative on the local level 
but we also need national policy. Without 
national policy we are not going to get 
changes rapidly enough. A lot of positive 
changes that take place at the local level 
come from the general public’s influence 
on national policy. The example of feed-in 
tariffs for renewable energy wind power 
in Denmark came from public discussion 
and public demand. When you see 
renewable energy systems springing up 
across Europe this is commonly initiated 
by national initiatives.

The more promising things that are 
happening in cities around the world are 
quite often driven by enlightened national 
policy deriving from democracy and lively 
discussions within a country. In countries 
where there is rapid urban growth taking 
place there is a challenge to create new 
cities that are designed as eco-cities 
considering energy efficiency, renewable 
energy supply, circular metabolism and 
urban agriculture right from the start. 
However, the bulk of cities that will exist 
in 50 years are already built. London is 
already there and so is New York, Tokyo, 

and Sao Paulo and they need to function 
differently in the future. Cities must stop 
taking such enormous quantities of energy 
from the planet. We need to retrofit.

For London to be a sustainable 
city, it needs to reduce its energy and 
resource consumption by three quarters. 
That is a huge challenge but also a huge 
opportunity. It means new jobs from 
recycling, from renewable energy, from 
retrofitting buildings, from creating 
electro-transport systems and so on. It’s 
also possible to think of the solar suburb; 
retrofitting the fossil fuel suburb into 
renewable energy systems; solar systems 
and wind power within the suburb to 
power not only houses themselves but 
also to power electric vehicles.

I think the great challenge for the 
architect and the city planner today, is 
really to internalize the message that 
we cannot take the energy supply to our 
cities for granted. We need to make sure 
that it comes from renewable sources. It’s 
critically important for the architect and 
the planner to re-conceptualize their jobs 
to include energy issues and particularly 
renewable energy.

Freiburg in Germany is a city that 
has shown a way forward with regards to 
energy consumption. When you look at 
Freiburg, there are now many buildings 
with solar roofs, particularly south facing 
solar roofs that can now supply more 
energy than they actually would need 
for their own daily use. This is feasible; 
buildings and cities becoming power 
stations, rather than users of energy. 
This is a tremendous challenge. And we 
need the right legislation for it to become 
mainstream.

 What are the three most 
promising initiatives that would 
make living in cities more 
sustainable?

In our present world, particularly 
in Europe, we take the unlimited access 
to food for granted. But food supply is 
becoming a big problem. One example 
of a remarkable development is the urban 
agriculture of Havana in Cuba. When 
the Soviet Union collapsed in ‘89, trade 
stopped and they had to come up with 
new ways of feeding their cities. They 
turned unused land within the city into 
little farms. A response to a crisis situation 
turned into new opportunities to create 
a high degree of food self-sufficiency. 
When you go to Havana today the whole 
city is covered with small cooperative 
farms that are cultivated by people from 
surrounding apartment buildings. Tens of 
thousands of hectares of land within the 
city are now turned over to growing crops 
for the local people.

You can find similar things in Dar Es 
Salaam in Tanzania, which has similar 
urban agriculture projects, but also Accra 
in Ghana and in many Chinese cities. 
Urban agriculture is a very important part 
of the future of cities. One can certainly 
find many good examples of how cities 
are doing better now than they might 
have done 10-15 years ago. In Freiburg, 
a German city of 200.000 people, there 
are more solar roofs than in the whole 
of the United Kingdom, which has 60 
million people. These are extraordinary 
developments driven partly by national 
policy and partly by local initiative.
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Our current understanding 
of animals’ inner lives and their 
sentience is profoundly out of step 
with our treatment of them, writes 
Jonathan Balcombe.

When I give public lectures on the 
inner lives of animals, I often ask my 
audience for “a show of hands if you have 
lived with a cat or a dog”. Most hands go 
up. Then I ask for “a show of hands if you 
think cats and dogs are NOT emotional”. 
I almost never see a raised hand. Anyone 
who has spent time among these animals 
doesn’t need convincing that they have 
feelings.  

I currently live with two six-year-
old sibling cats. We got them as kittens 
rescued from the streets of Washington 
DC. If you’ve been around cats you’ll 
know that they generally loathe 
disruptions to their routines, and near the 
top of their dread list is going to the vet. 
Following one such visit one of my cats, 
Mica, was so traumatised he spent 40 
hours on a hunger strike, hiding upstairs. 
Remarkably though, it was not Mica but 
his sister, Megan, who had been to the 
vet. But the mere sight of the cat-carrier 
(combined with the familiar vet-clinic 
smells permeating Megan) had a potent 
emotional effect.

Ironically, science can be the last to 
acknowledge phenomena that to the rest 
of us are self-evident. For much of the 
20th century the ideas of animal thinking 
and animal emotions were banished 
from scientific discourse – not so much 

Our Relationship with Animals

because they were presumed absent, but 
because they were deemed unfathomable. 
Fortunately, today we need no longer rely 
on anecdotes to inform our understanding 
of animal experience because scientists 
are now asking interesting questions 
(and making exciting discoveries) about 
animal cognition, emotions, and even 
virtue.

We don’t, for instance, think of 
rats as mirthful beings, but a series of 
experiments shows that they love having 
their bellies tickled. Rats trained to expect 
a tickle from a trusted human will run to 
the hand four times as quickly as those 
rats who are only expecting a stroke on 
the back. Tickled rats also make many 
times more of the ultrasonic chirps that 
research scientists associate with positive 
feelings. And when presented with two 
bars to press, only one of which will 
summon tickles, rats push the tickle bar 
repeatedly and the other bar almost never.

Rats, lizards and turtles are among 
several animal species shown to exhibit 
emotional fever, which is a rise in body 
temperature attributable to feelings. This 
phenomenon causes body temperature to 
rise about 1°C after a few minutes of gentle 
human handling. Over successive days 
this effect declines, and by about the fifth 
day it disappears altogether. If, however, 

an unfamiliar human handler replaces 
the familiar one, the initial temperature 
change returns. Not only does emotional 
fever indicate subtle emotions we may 
otherwise overlook, but it also clearly 
illustrates the discerning sensitivity all 
animals have to their surroundings.

A common assumption we make 
about animals is that they live only in 
the moment. Recent studies with birds 
and mammals belie this. Starlings, both 
social and inquisitive by nature, became 
pessimistic when confined alone in small 
cages; like humans who have come to 
expect bad outcomes in life, these birds 
were less inclined to take chances and 
lifted fewer lids in search of treats than 
birds living in enriched environments. 
They also had more repetitive behaviour 
patterns and higher levels of the stress 
hormone corticosterone – in just the same 
way that pessimistic humans have. 

Long-term studies of baboon 
communities in Botswana find that 
mothers who lose an infant (to, say, 
predation or illness) grieve for their loss. 
Glucocorticoid hormones rise for several 
weeks, as they do in human mothers 
who lose a child. Close family members 
and friends of the grieving mother show 
similar hormonal changes in proportion 
to their social connection to her. Like 
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A common assumption we make about animals is that they live only in the moment. Recent 
studies with birds and mammals belie this. Starlings, both social and inquisitive by nature, 
became pessimistic when confined alone in small cages; like humans who have come to expect 
bad outcomes in life, these birds were less inclined to take chances and lifted fewer lids in search 
of treats than birds living in enriched environments. They also had more repetitive behaviour 
patterns and higher levels of the stress hormone corticosterone – in just the same way that 
pessimistic humans have. 

Animals are sentient, and sentience is the bedrock of ethics. The foundation of moral systems is 
that other lives matter because they can experience pain and suffering, pleasure and joy.

humans, baboons also have coping 
mechanisms; bereft mothers expand 
their social networks by engaging in 
significantly more grooming activity as 
their version of emotional therapy.

Pessimism, optimism and bereavement 
are not fleeting feelings experienced only 
in the moment. They are clearly prolonged 
emotional states and the product of a 
psychologically vulnerable being with a 
biography. 

These few examples represent a 
growing tide of revelations of animals’ 
inner lives that show beyond reasonable 
doubt that when it comes to the capacity to 
feel they are our peers. This fact exposes 
a great disconnection in our relations with 
other animals: though our knowledge 

advances, our medieval treatment of them 
does not change. 

Animals are sentient, and sentience is 
the bedrock of ethics. The foundation of 
moral systems is that other lives matter 
because they can experience pain and 
suffering, pleasure and joy. The basis for 
moral consideration is not the ability to 
write, to vote or to cook pasta; it is the 
capacity to feel. 

Evolution itself is indifferent to 
our anthropocentric worldview. She 
doesn’t play favourites based on species 
membership. A mouse’s genes are as 
important to the universe as a human’s 
genes, and a mouse’s pain is as important 
to the survival of a mouse as a human’s 
pain is to the survival of a human. The 

idea that the intensity of an individual’s 
pain is proportional to brain size or 
intelligence lacks basis, and is, in the 
words of biologist John Webster, “a 
pathetic piece of logic”. 

Might-makes-right defines our current 
paradigm of the treatment of animals. 
Because we have the power to treat them 
according to a short-sighted self-interest, 
we do so. The upshot is that today our 
current understanding of animals’ inner 
lives and sentience is profoundly out of 
step with our treatment of them. Animals’ 
capacity for pleasure and pain, and their 
emotionality, translates to their having 
intrinsic value – that is, value above and 
beyond any utilitarian value we might 
place on them for our own selfish interests. 

Ph
ot

o 
fro

m
 fl

ic
kr

 a
cc

ou
nt

 p
ed

ra
m

, c
re

at
iv

e 
co

m
m

on
s



 42        Eternal Bhoomi     July - September 2013

Like us, animals deserve moral 
consideration. They are not things, and 
we abandon ethical maturity when we 
allow them to suffer and die for someone 
else’s profit, as we do in the production 
of meat and dairy products, in the 
use of animals in harmful laboratory 
experiments, and in their exploitation for 
human entertainment. 

Sadly, humankind remains largely 
oblivious to our unjust treatment of 
animals. Most decent, law-abiding 
citizens abhor cruelty to animals while 
simultaneously funding some of the most 
abject forms of cruelty to animals with 
their daily purchases at the supermarket 
and the drugstore. 

We can do better. And I believe we 
will, for we have done so in the past. 

So pervasive is our exploitation of 
animals that we can easily challenge 
it daily in the simple choices we make 
as consumers. Chief among these 
is the decision to stop consuming 
animal products. If you eat animals, go 
vegetarian. If you are vegetarian, become 
vegan. Choosing a plant-based diet is 
the holy grail of personal activism for 

Arthur Schopenhauer said: “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. 
Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.” With the 
knowledge we now hold of animals’ sentience – their capacity to experience joy and grief, 
pessimism and optimism – it is no longer a question of if, but when humankind will come 
to the realisation that exploiting animals is wrong. It could be that the utter ecological and 
economic unsustainability of treating animals as if they were so many blocks of wood will 
tip the scales even before we come to our moral senses.

animals, the planet, and your own health.

Thankfully, cultural evolution 
advances much faster than biological 
evolution, and history proves that humans 
are capable of epochal social change for 
the better. The dissolution of colonialism, 
the end of the African slave trade, the 
establishment of women’s right to vote 
and of equal rights to people of colour in 
America and elsewhere: these changes 
occurred within centuries or decades. 
In each case, their demise involved the 
recognition that behaviour once deemed 
acceptable by prevailing powers was in 
fact immoral. 

These moral victories were not won 
lying down; in each case, a minority rose 
up and challenged the established view, 
often at great personal sacrifice. But they 
won because they were right, and truth 
once recognised has inexorable power 
to triumph. Arthur Schopenhauer said: 
“All truth passes through three stages. 
First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently 
opposed. Third, it is accepted as being 
self-evident.”

With the knowledge we now hold 
of animals’ sentience – their capacity to 

experience joy and grief, pessimism and 
optimism – it is no longer a question of 
if, but when humankind will come to 
the realisation that exploiting animals is 
wrong. It could be that the utter ecological 
and economic unsustainability of treating 
animals as if they were so many blocks 
of wood will tip the scales even before 
we come to our moral senses. Either way, 
I predict that humankind will look back 
on the 21st century as the Century for the 
Animals. 

--------------------------------------------------------

Jonathan Balcombe is the author of 
Pleasurable Kingdom: Animals and the 
Nature of Feeling Good, Second Nature: The 
Inner Lives of Animals, and the more recently 
published The Exultant Ark: A Pictorial Tour 
of Animal Pleasure.

This article features in Resurgence issue 
271, March/April 2012 and is reprinted 
courtesy of Resurgence & Ecologist. To read 
further articles online or find out about The 
Resurgence Trust,  
visit: http://www.resurgence.org

All rights to this article are reserved to 
Resurgence & Ecologist. 
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Each drop represents a little bit of creation – and of life itself.

When the monsoon brings to northern India the first rains 
of summer, the parched earth opens its pores and quenches 
its thirst with a hiss of ecstasy. After baking in the sun for 
the last few months, the land looks cracked, dusty and tired. 
Now, almost overnight, now grass springs up, there is renewal 
everywhere, and the damp earth releases a fragrance sweeter 
than any devised by man.

Water brings joy to earth, grass, leaf-bud, blossom, insect, 
bird, animal and the pounding heart of man. Small children run 
out of their homes to romp naked in the rain. Buffaloes, which 
have spent the summer listlessly around lakes gone dry, now 
plunge into a heaven of muddy water. Soon lakes and rivers will 
overflow with the monsoon’s generosity. 

Trekking in the Himalayan foothills, I recently walked for 
kilometers without encountering habitation. I was just scolding 
myself for not having brought along a water bottle, when I 
came across a patch of green on a rock face. I parted a curtain 
of tender maidenhair fern and discovered a tiny spring issuing 
from the rock- nectar for the thirsty traveller.

I stayed there for hours, watching the water descend, drop 
by drop, into a tiny casement in the rocks. Each drop reflected 
creation. That same spring, I later discovered, joined other 
springs to form a swift, tumbling stream, which went cascading 
down the hill into other streams until, in the plains, it became 
part of a river.  And that river flowed into another mightier river 
that kilometres later emptied into the ocean. Be like water, 
taught Lao-tzu, philosopher and founder of Taoism. Soft and 

The Joy of Water
- Ruskin Bond

limpid, it finds its way through, over or under any obstacles. It 
does not quarrel; it simply moves on.

A small pool in the rocks outside my cottage in the 
Mussoorie hills, provides me endless delight. Water beetles 
paddle the surface, while tiny fish lurk in the shadows. 
Sometimes a spotted fork-tail comes to drink, hopping 
delicately from rock to rock. And once I saw a barking deer, 
head lowered at the edge of the pool. I stood very still, anxious 
that it should drink its fill. It did, and then looking up, saw me 
and leapt across the ravine to disappear into the forest.

In summer the pool is almost dry. Even this morning, there 
was just enough water for the fish and tadpoles to survive. But 
as I write, there is a pattering on the tin roof of the cottage, and 
I look out to see the raindrops pitting the surface of the pool.

Tomorrow the spotted fork-tail will be back. Perhaps the 
barking deer will return. I open the window wide and allow 
the fragrance of the rain and freshened earth to waft into my 
room.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Reprinted with permission from Ruskin Bond, ‘Rain in the 
Mountains - Notes from the Himalayas’, Penguin Books, 1993.

Ruskin Bond is a children’s author and well-known novelist. He 
has written many short stories, essays and novels, all of which are 
reflective of the beauty and mystery of the Himalayas.

Expressions

Each drop represents a little bit of creation – 
and of life itself.
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Like the American icon of apple pie, 
sustainability is easy to champion. To 
not embrace sustainability, to ignore the 
future, or, even worse, to intentionally 
support unsustainable practices 
connotes unenlightenment, greed, poor 
management, and bad manners. How 
could a thinking person or caring society 
choose to intentionally reduce the 
resources and opportunities available for 
future generations? The choice between 
sustainability and unsustainable practices 
appears as clear as that between good and 
evil. Right?

 The concept of sustainability typically 
refers to the conservative use of natural 
resources and minimal interference with 
environmental services, but it also applies 
to cultures, languages, institutions, 
communities, and ways of life. Compared 
to its primary predecessor, conservation, 
sustainability conjures up a broader 
view of the interacting sets of factors 
and processes that affect our landscapes 
and resources. To promote sustainability 

implies making efforts to prolong the 
status quo, to hold onto what we already 
have for as long as we can.

 Conservation is still a valuable term, 
but it may have been associated with land 
management practices at specific places 
for too long to generate excitement in 
today’s predominantly urban, media-
influenced populations. Another public 
relations problem with conservation is 
that it too often demands exclusion (don’t 
plow, don’t build, don’t cut the trees), not 
to mention that the notion of using less 
has not played well in a more-is better 
culture. Nonetheless, we are becoming 
familiar with the conservation of energy 
and water as practiced by walking, 
turning lights off, adjusting thermostats, 
fixing leaky faucets, and installing lower-
flow showers and toilets. Motivated by 
economic stress (as at our financially 
strapped institutions of higher education), 
by idealism, or by the necessity imposed 
by diminishing supplies, we appear to be 
slowly creeping toward greater awareness 

 Conservation is still a 
valuable term, but it may 
have been associated with 
land management practices at 
specific places for too long to 
generate excitement in today’s 
predominantly urban, media-
influenced populations. 
Another public relations 
problem with conservation 
is that it too often demands 
exclusion (don’t plow, don’t 
build, don’t cut the trees), not 
to mention that the notion of 
using less has not played well 
in a more-is better culture.

Sustainability 
and 
Dancing

Carol Harden elegantly lays out, in 
broadest terms, from an environmental, 
cultural, social, political, economic 
and historical perspective, the essential 
confluence between geography as 
a discipline and sustainability as a 
concept.  And then, in the face of the 
inevitability of change, she provides 
such a succinct metaphor for pursuing 
sustainability—just dance!

Expressions

Photograph by Brian Costelloe
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of our relationships with these resources.

 The term “sustainability” has 
become deeply embedded in national 
and international institutions. As we 
collectively undertake programs to 
sustain the status quo, we should wonder 
how stable it is. In geomorphology, 
I encounter the tension between the 
dynamic nature of natural systems and the 
human assumption of, and deep desire for, 
an unchanging landscape—a stable stage 
on which we can act out our comedies 
and tragedies. People are dismayed when 
a river changes course, a shoreline erodes, 
a forest burns, or a floodplain floods. but, 
except for over very short time periods, the 
land surface is not a stationary stage; it’s 
a dynamic surface, changing more rapidly 
and more predictably in some places than 
in others. Now, we are recognizing that 
other aspects of our environment that we 
previously considered stationary (that is, 
fluctuating within the same envelope of 
values), including mean sea level, Arctic 
ice cover, groundwater levels, frost-free 
days, and dominant tree species, are 
changing, too.

 The new slogan, “stationarity is 
dead” (see Milly et al., 2008, Science 
318:573-4), conveys the seriousness of 
global environmental change to planners, 
natural hazards researchers, engineers, 
and geographers, and other scientists and 
practitioners, who now face new levels 
of uncertainty and major challenges of 
developing new ways of interpreting and 
predicting environmental conditions. 
Previously, we relied on historical data 
to estimate future water supplies, and to 
predict the frequency and intensity of 
storms, droughts, and floods; but now, 
the present has become different from the 
past and the future promises to be even 
more different. How should we respond 

when the ground is shifting under our 
feet? What does “sustainability” mean 
when applied to dynamic systems?

 Here’s where the dancing begins. 
Think of dancing in the sense of 
descending a talus slope, walking 
across a ship’s deck in rough seas, 
skiing through bumpy terrain, or maybe 
navigating a crowded dance floor with a 
polka partner. Such movements require 
adaptability to changing conditions. The 
dancer continues to move forward along 
an intended path, but the steps require 
some give-and-take. What does it take to 
be a good dancer? A light foot and good 
ability to predict the next obstacle or shift 
are key parts of the equation.

 The dancing analogy fits well with 
the ‘footprint” metaphors we use. We 
have carbon footprints, water footprints, 
energy footprints, food carbon footprints, 

environmental footprints, urban 
footprints, megacity footprints, security 
footprints, and military force footprints, 
among others. Some of the footprints 
refer to locations with actual geographies, 
while others are abstract. Reducing one’s 
footprint means reducing one’s impact, 
sometimes reducing the actual land 
area affected. To be human is to have a 
footprint; to be almost 7 billion humans 
is to not be able to ignore the footprint. 
To be sustainable, we humans need to 
shrink our footprints and increase our 
capacity to adapt to change. Sustainability 
and its extended family of concepts and 
practices (e.g., sustainable development, 
sustainable cities, sustainable agriculture, 
sustainable energy) fit directly into the 
domains of geographers. We might 
argue the limitations of the concept of 
sustainability, but, better, would be to 
embrace the widespread attention given 
to this theme, so central to geography, and 
seize opportunities to apply geographical 
expertise to real issues facing the future 
of resources, valued customs, and 
institutions. Put on your little-footprint 
dancing shoes and dance. Better yet, 
choreograph.

--------------------------------------------------------
Originally published in the AAG Newsletter 
(Volume 44, Number 9, October 2009)

Carol Harden is a geographer whose 
field-based research links changes in 
land use and land management to the 
redistribution of water and sediment in 
inhabited mountain watersheds.
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I write in June, and Clovelly Court 
gardens, near my North Devon home, 
have just produced the first summer crops: 
lettuce, radish and cucumber, which I 
augment with wild garlic and sorrel from 
the woods. The ‘hungry gap’ has closed 
and I no longer have to go shopping in 
town for fresh produce. 

Today’s menu: stewed rhubarb, oats, 
nuts and raisins for breakfast. Potato 
and mint soup with homemade bread 
for lunch. And for dinner, rice, dhal, 
curried spinach with wild garlic and a 
salad of lettuce, radish and sorrel. It’s 
high in greens, but they have 10 of the 
14 vitamins and minerals that Liz Cook 
(lizcookcharts.co.uk) says I need. And 
since in this region Swiss chard crops 12 
months of the year, I should be as healthy 
as Popeye!

FOOD Glorious FOOD!
One of my favourite things in life, says Mukti Mitchell. 

And isn’t it utterly fantastic that we get hungry three times a day?

Question 
Where do queens, princes and 

presidents get their food? 

Answer 
From home-grown, organic gardens 

outside the back of their palaces. 

Why? 
Because you simply can’t get 

better taste. 

I feel a little pride as I walk back 
through the gorgeous beech woods from 
Clovelly Court, basket brimming with 
fresh greens, knowing that my dinner 
will be fit for a king. But mainly it’s the 
beautiful walk to get there, chatting to 
Heather the gardener, coupled with the 
awesome taste that makes me go back 
time and time again. I can eat buttered 
parsnips and steamed chard week after 
week in February and they still make 

me half close my eyes and groan with 
pleasure. How many experiences in life 
have that effect? I rest my case.

So the guidelines for low-carbon 
eating start with “follow your ecstasy”. 
One can’t experience ecstasy when 
feeling guilty, so air-freighted food goes 
straight out the window. Sorry, does 
it seem like I’m doubling back after 
suggesting that you “go all the way” on 
taste? Let me put it like this: philosophy 
meets sensuality, and to live in peace they 
begin by compromising. But in time both 
philosophy and sensuality realise that 
when the one is happiest, the other is, too. 

So here is my philosophy of low-
carbon eating:

1. Keep your feet on the ground 
(avoid air freight). Avoid importing 
water. A kilo of rice feeds a family for 
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a week, a kilo of bananas is dessert for 
one meal and a kilo of wine (one bottle) 
is simply an accompaniment to a meal. 
Ships are 12 times more efficient than 
lorries and 260 times more efficient than 
aeroplanes per kg of freight transported 
(Defra figures). Therefore dried food such 
as rice, beans, nuts and raisins shipped 
from across the world will be part of a 
low-carbon lifestyle for decades to come.

2. Eat organic foods. Fertilisers 
release large amounts of nitrous oxide 
into the atmosphere, and 1kg of nitrous 
oxide is equivalent to 300kg of carbon 
dioxide in its global warming capacity!

3. Eat from small farms. New 
research reveals that farm practices 
contribute far more to greenhouse-gas 
emissions than machinery and transport 
fuel put together. Soil stores vast carbon 
reserves in the form of humus. If the soil 
is not managed correctly huge amounts of 
carbon are released into the atmosphere, 
for example by deep ploughing and 
leaving soil bare. 

Conversely, if soil and plant life are 
managed correctly, they can sequester 
vast amounts of carbon. After developing 
an Agricultural Carbon Calculator with 
Climate Friendly Food, I formed the 
opinion that smaller farmers tend to follow 
more traditional practices including using 
fertiliser crops and compost, and animal 
manure rather than slurry (causing aerobic 
rather than anaerobic decomposition, 
with vastly lower emissions), and sharing 
the land with wildlife. Together these 
practices can absorb rather than emit CO2 
from the land. 

Some small non-organic farms may 
practise what I call “rich soil farming” 

--------------------------------------------------------
Mukti Mitchell is the author of The 
Guide to Low Carbon Lifestyles and the 
founder of www.lowcarbonlifestyle.org

Food Glorious Food! featured in Resur-
gence issue 262, Sep/Oct 2010.

This article is reprinted courtesy of Re-
surgence & Ecologist. To buy Resurgence 
& Ecologist, read further articles online 
or find out about The Resurgence Trust, 
visit: http://www.resurgence.org

better than some large organic farms. For 
example, the Clovelly Court gardens are 
not officially organic because they use a 
small amount of fertiliser and pesticide, 
but they use home-made compost and 
traditional practices to produce delicious, 
“mostly organic” food. In contrast I 
purchased from a large supermarket six 
organic eggs that had watery whites and 
pale yellow yolks and was unable to 
get a single one out of the box without 
putting my thumb through the shell! The 
indication is that good food comes from 
rich soil, and rich soil reduces carbon 
emissions.

4. Eat food you know. At the 
greengrocer’s I can ask what local 
produce is in stock and in season and 
get directed straight to the right veg 
without having to take the time to read 
all the labels. Expressions of interest 
in local food may encourage grocers to 
stock more of it. If you know the market 
trader, even better the farm, better still the 
market garden, and best of all your own 
allotment, you can develop a feel for the 
practices employed.

Question: 
Where do queens, princes and 
presidents get their food? 

Answer: 
From home-grown, organic 
gardens outside the back of 
their palaces. 

Why? 
Because you simply can’t get 
better taste. 

5. Have fun shopping! Buying 
food from the person who produces it 
creates a bond of mutual appreciation 
and enjoyment over time and this adds 
so much to the experience, it can lift my 
whole day. How much would I pay to 
have someone lift my whole day? A lot 
more than the price differential between 
mass-produced and carefully produced 
food! Throw in ultimate taste sensation, 
and I’ll raise you again. Add long-lasting 
health, and I’ll double it. Good food is 
worth a fortune! 

6. Buy expensive food! (And do 
without a TV.) When I was selling 
plastic bags for a living in Ecuador (oh, 
the trials of youth) I earned the average 
wage, which was a dollar a day. My food 
expenditure was roughly half of this. 
What we call expensive food in Britain 
today is cheap as chips! Imagine if we 
spent half our wages on food! How good 
would it be? (My mouth is watering.) 

Friends have said “They saw you 
coming” when I got back from the 
delicatessen. Yes, I spend twice as much 
on the same thing (it tastes twice as good). 
But what makes me do it is that it supports 
lots of little artisan cottage industries. 
People making pasta by hand, goat’s 
cheese in small dairies, bread in small 
bakeries. These cottage industries make 
up the world I want to live in. They are 
peopled by happy, rough-shaven men and 
women with cream-coloured aprons on, 
coming out of little stone doorways and 
going into little wooden barns, who know 
thousands of little things about the food 
they make. People who work hard, but 
who actually like their jobs. By making 
that purchase I feel I’m creating the world 
as I want it to be, and – more than that – I 
am actually living in my dream world, all 
the way home from the shops, all the way 
through dinner, all the way until I next 
go shopping. And all the way through 
holidays when perchance I get to visit 
these wonderful places. 
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Millet Recipes

I believe that what is good for the body has to be 
good for the earth as well. For, we are but a microcosm 
that is part of the macrocosm.  If you analyze carefully, 
you will find that foods that harm the body also cause 
immense harm to the earth.  So by adopting healthy 
food habits you are not only helping the body but also 
preserving the earth.  

Raw foods are an essential ingredient for good 
health. They help our bodies to maintain the ph 
balance and thereby enhance our health in a big way. 

Make sure your vegetables, especially greens and the 
ones with tender skin are from organic/natural sources. 
Including plenty of raw foods into your meals is also 
a sure way to reduce the carbon footprint.  To begin 
with, add some grains such as boiled corn to make it 
more appetizing for your children. Make sure to add 
your favorite cold pressed oil, some herbs and spices 
to your vegetables and you will realize how satiating it 
is to eat raw vegetables and fruits. 

A Salad Meal

What you need:
• 2-3 ridge gourds, finely chopped

• 2-3 medium-sized tomatoes

• 1 cup sprouted brown gram

• 1 cup sprouted green gram 

• 1 tablespoon fennel seeds or sesame seeds

• 1 cup white pumpkin, peeled and finely chopped

• 1 tablespoon of any cold pressed oil 

• A paste of 2 green chillies, 2 pods of garlic, and  a 

small bunch of fresh coriander leaves 

Method
Mix all of the above and serve. This is a meal in itself!

Variation:  
You may blanch or boil the sprouted lentils for 

enhancing the taste. The white pumpkin can be 
substituted with other vegetables. Mint leaves, basil 
leaves and other herbs can be used to add a twist to 
the salad. 

Millets are sources of complex carbohydrates. Including millets in our daily diet not only improves our health, 
but also suports the preservation of  bio-diversity, helps in water conservation since they need little water for 
cultivation and are easier to grow organically. 

Seetha Anand Vaidyam

Food

“I believe that what is good for the body has to be good for the earth as well. For, 
we are but a microcosm that is part of the macrocosm.  If you analyze carefully, 
you will find that foods that harm the body also cause immense harm to the earth.  
So by adopting healthy food habits you are not only helping the body but also 
preserving the earth. “ 
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Seetha Anand Vaidyam is a Remedial Therapist and an Early 
Childhood Resource person with Ananda, Foundation for 
holistic and healthy learning and living. She can be reached on 
seethaanand@yahoo.com

The recipes given above are from her book ‘”Good” Food – a guide 
to right cooking and eating’ 

Sprouting millets and then fermenting the batter enhances their nutritive value. Try making idlies and dosas 
with them instead of rice. 

Here is a simple recipe using foxtail millet where conventionally rice was used. Foxtail millet helps reduce 
cholesterol, has more minerals, vitamins including trace vitamins, anti-oxidants and is gluten free. 

Thinai More Kali

What you need
• 1 cup sprouted foxtail millet flour

• 1 cup sour buttermilk (vegans can substitute this 

with tamarind extract)

• 2 tablespoons oil

• 2 green chillies, chopped finely 

• 1 teaspoon mustard seeds

• 1 ½ teaspoon  safoe gram

• 1 ½ teaspoon split de-husked black gram

• A few curry leaves

• A pinch of asafetida

• Salt to taste

Method
Mix the foxtail millet, gradually pouring in the sour 

buttermilk to get a smooth batter, without any lumps 
and keep aside. The batter should be of a consistency 
similar to idly batter. 

In a deep pan, heat the oil and add mustard seeds. 
When these splutter, add the lentils and stir till they 
turn red. Next, add all the other ingredients. Slowly 
pour in the batter while continuing to stir to prevents 
lumps from forming. Cook for about eight minutes. 
Keep stirring and if required, you can add more oil to 
prevent the batter from sticking to the sides of the pan. 

Take the pan off the flame, when you get a thick 
consistency, like that of upma. Serve hot. You could 
also grease a plate with cold pressed oil and spread the 
More Kali onto the plate using a spatula or the back of 
a spoon. When the paste has slightly cooled, you can 
mark horizontal and vertical lines and cut out squares 
of More kali and serve them.

Rice pancakes

What you need
•  1 cup uncooked rice, red or brown, soaked for  

 8 to 10 hours

•  1 teaspoon methi seeds

•  2 ripe bananas

•  Optional – ¼ teaspoon cinnamon powder

•  Optional – jaggery syrup

•  Optional – ghee 

Method
Grind the rice and methi seeds into a fine paste. 

Mash the bananas and add to the rice batter. Mix in the 
cinnamon powder. Leave the batter to ferment for 8 
hours or overnight. To prepare the pancakes, first mix 
the batter well. Heat a tawa and pour a ladleful of the 
batter. Spread the batter to get a small and slightly 
thick pancake. You could add ghee around it to cook 
it faster. When one side is done gently flip it over to 
cook the other side. Stack a few of these on a plate, 
pour jaggery syrup and dig in!
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Many people today experience a strange hollow in the 
psyche, a hole the size of a village. Mandy Dean alludes to 
this when she explains why she was drawn to the Transition 
Initiative: “One of the awful things about modern culture is 
separation and isolation; we’ve broken down almost every 
social bond, so the one bond left is between parent and child. 
In this extreme isolation, we don’t interact except with the 
television and the computer. We’ve lost something, and we 
don’t know what it is, and we try to fill it with food and alcohol 
and shopping but it’s never filled—what we’ve lost is our 
connection to our community, our place, and nature. Stepping 
back away from that isolation is very healing for people; 
getting people into groups where they can do things together 
starts to reverse that isolation.”

For hundreds of years, nation-states have attacked 
communities. Earliest and most emblematic were the 
enclosures: when governments passed laws to privatize 
common land, the spirit of collectivity was undermined as 
surely as the site of it. The vicious system of reservations 
for Native Americans robbed people of communities of land 
and stole from them the communal autonomy central to 
their cultural survival. Indigenous people all over the world 
have found their language communities assaulted, fracturing 
even their ability to speak. From the monster-enclosures of 

 We are ineluctably and gloriously social 
animals. We want fellowship. We flock, we 
gather, we chirp, we howl, we sing, we call, 
and we listen. If the Transition Initiative is 
empowering for communities, that is because 
there is an enormous latent energy there to be 
tapped, so that communities may be authors of 
their own story, hopeful, active, and belonging, 
rather than despairing, passive, and cynical.

colonialism to the subtle but strangulating enclosures of Time, 
through which people ceased to “own” their own time, instead 
being corralled into the factory-time of industrial capitalism, 
the idea and the actuality of community has been eroded in 
countless ways. “There is no such thing as society”—the most 
sociopathic lie ever uttered by a British prime minister—was 
Thatcher’s summing up as she and Reagan broke the unions, 
and for decades agribusiness has destroyed the lives and dignity 
of campesinos in South America, while neoliberalism has 
wreaked havoc on communities across the world. And there are 
seemingly trivial examples that nonetheless are cumulatively 
important; in contemporary Britain the mass closures of pubs 
tear the fabric that knits communities together.

The colonial powers practiced the policy of “divide and 
rule,” usually dividing one community from another, but 
in contemporary society there is a more insidious policy of 
“atomize and rule.” The world of mass media fragments 
real societies into solitary individuals, passive recipients of 
information, consuming the faked-up society that television, 
in particular, provides, and one result of this is that the public, 
political injustices that communities have habitually analyzed 
and acted upon (food-poverty, housing-poverty, fuel-poverty, 
or time-poverty) have been rendered as merely an individual’s 
private problems.

It’s interesting (and not a little sad) that although the French 
Revolution announced that it stood for three things, only two of 
these (Liberty and Equality) have survived in political parlance 
while the third, Fraternity, has been made to sound both quaint 
and unnecessary. For decades, the voice of the State has 
declared that community solidarity is occasionally dangerous 
(unions are “too powerful and need to be destroyed”) or, like 
fraternity, rather parochial. What, though, could be more 
parochial than the voice of the mass media? Rejecting the 
rainbow of pluralism (the magnificent myriad Other upon Other 
upon Other, the Pan-Otherness by which all communities are 
Other to someone), the mass media broadcasts itself in mono. 
Narrow. Singular. Very, very parochial in its tight and exclusive 
remit.

In the long fetch of the wave, the Transition Initiative 
should be seen as a new formulation of a very old idea. We are 
ineluctably and gloriously social animals. We want fellowship. 

The Transition Initiative
- Jay Griffiths

Photo Courtesy: Transition US, flickr.com

Climate Change
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We flock, we gather, we chirp, we howl, we sing, we call, 
and we listen. If the Transition Initiative is empowering for 
communities, that is because there is an enormous latent 
energy there to be tapped, so that communities may be authors 
of their own story, hopeful, active, and belonging, rather than 
despairing, passive, and cynical.

Naresh Giangrande, in Totnes, tells me about a session they 
are designing on the theme of Belonging. Belonging, of course, 
is a lovely boomerang of an idea—where do you belong? Can 
that place belong to you? “Through the Transition Initiative,” 
says Giangrande, “we can talk about things in public which 
are normally only talked about privately. We all have a deep 
wound about belonging to the Earth.”

The Transition Initiative, says Giangrande, is “a movement 
that could be world-changing. And it is heartwarming to see 
how good-natured and good most people are—it revives my 
sense of community. It completely contradicts the image of 
human nature in the media, portraying it as greedy and selfish, 
competitive, nasty, and unsocial. That’s a self-reinforcing 
prophecy. We’re setting up the reverse. And we’re asking: will 
you join us?” People have flocked to do so. At the time of this 
writing, there are 146 Transition Initiatives, and by the time 
you read this there will be far more.

One of its techniques is in strengthening all that is 
associative, and attempting to democratize power, with a fine 
understanding of that particular social grace which seeks to 
create what Martin Buber called The Between.

What is it, The Between? Fertile, delicious, and powerful, 
it is the edge of meeting. The cocreated place of pure potential, 
a coevocation of possibility. The delicate point of meeting 
between you and him. Between them. Between us. What 
is the geometry of The Between? I could explain best if we 
went down to the pub, you and I (mine’s a glass of red wine, 
anything as long as it’s not Merlot, yeuch, that’s like drinking 
cold steel), and the geometry of The Between is as simple and 
direct as the line of our eyes across the table. It’s horizontal, 
equal, fraternal. We might have a chat with a couple of the old 
farmers, and my pal the vicar might be there with his guitar 
and best of all is when the harpist plays, which he does, very 
occasionally.

Warm with conviviality and wine, I might wander home 
and switch on the television (except for the fact that I gave it 
away some years ago), and Sky News would be showing me a 
parade of celebrities, each making me feel that little bit more 
insignificant. Celebrity culture is an opposite of community, 
informing us that these few nonsense-heads matter but that 
the rest of us do not. Insidiously, the television tells me 
I am no one. If I was Someone, I’d be on telly. In this way, 
television dis-esteems its viewers, and celebrity culture is both 
a cause and a consequence of the low self-esteem that mars 
so many people’s lives. So, the unacknowledged individual 
is manipulated into a jealousy of acknowledgment, which is 
why it is so telling that huge numbers of young people insist 
that when they grow up they want to be a celebrity. They are 
quite right. (Almost.) That is nothing less than they deserve, 
for we all need acknowledgment (but not fame). We all need 
recognition (but not to be “spotted” out shopping). We all 
need to be known, we need our selves confirmed by others, 
fluidly, naturally. A sense of community has always provided 
these familiar, unshowy acts of ordinary recognition, and the 
Transition Initiative, like any wise community, offers simple 
acknowledgment, telling us we are all players.

One of its techniques is in strengthening all 
that is associative, with a fine understanding of 
that particular social grace which seeks to create 
what Martin Buber called The Between.

What is it, The Between? Fertile, delicious, and 
powerful, it is the edge of meeting. The cocreated 
place of pure potential, a coevocation of 
possibility. The delicate point of meeting between 
you and him. Between them. Between us. What 
is the geometry of The Between? the geometry of 
The Between is as simple and direct as the line of 
our eyes across the table. It’s horizontal, equal, 
fraternal.
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“Mistaken, appalling and dangerous” is how the Transition 
Initiative has been described, which is the kind of criticism 
you covet, knowing that the speaker is an oil industry 
professional and author of The Myth of the Oil Crisis. Others 
have criticized it for being insufficiently confrontational. There 
are also criticisms from within: a tension between those who 
prefer fast action and those who prefer slow consideration, for 
the movement is both urgent and slow. It is transformatively 
sudden, and yet uses the subtle, tentative questioning of long 
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This is Part II of an article originally published in the July/August 
2009 issue of Orion magazine.

Jay Griffiths is an award-winning British writer and author of 
Wild: An Elemental Journey, Pip Pip: A Sideways Look at Time, 
Anarchipelago and A Love Letter from a Stray Moon. She is a 
regular columnist for Orion magazine and has written frequently for 
The Idler. She has also contributed to The Observer, the Ecologist, 
the London Review of Books, the Utne Reader, Wild Earth and Dark 
Mountain.

A sense of community has always provided these familiar, unshowy acts of ordinary 
recognition, and the Transition Initiative, like any wise community, offers simple 
acknowledgment, telling us we are all players. It is transformatively sudden, and yet uses 
the subtle, tentative questioning of long dialogues within communities, a very slow process 
of building a network of relationships within the whole community.

dialogues within communities, a very slow process of building 
a network of relationships within the whole community.

In the language of climate change science, there are many 
tipping points, where slow causations are suddenly expressed 
in dramatic, negative consequences. The conference I attended 
when I met the scientist speaking of his unhappy son was called 
Tipping Point, and in a sense the Transition Initiative places 
itself as a social tipping point, with dramatic and positive 
consequences where the sudden wisdom of communities 
breaks through the stolid unwisdom of national government.

“We’re doing work for generations to come,” says 
Giangrande. You can’t change a place overnight, he says, but 
you have to begin now in the necessary urgency of our time. 
“We’re facing a historical moment of choice—our actions 
now [are] affecting the future. Now’s the time. The system we 
know is breaking down. Yet out of this breakdown, there are 
always new possibilities.” It’s catagenesis, the birth of the new 
from the death of the old. The process is “so creative and so 

A –Z of Organic Agriculture

Navadanya Training in Organic Farming

Dr Vandana Shiva and Navadanya experts
1st -30th September 2013

This 4 week course addresses the physical, intellectual, 
and holistic aspects of organic farming, Taught in English, for 
one month the International group will be guided by carefully 
planned and dedicated instructors who will teach the basics of 
Navadanya’s organic farming methods.

Beauty & Ecology

An exploration

Shakti Maira, Satish Kumar

In this innovative course, dialogue and ‘relational drawing’ 
we will develop a deeper understanding of beauty as a 
dynamic system of relationality and sustainability  because 
of the relational quantities of balance , harmony, proportion 
and synergy, which constitute  beauty in all its facets – as an 
experience a state and a process. 

NAVDANYA 
Earth University / Bija Vidyapeeth Courses 2013

Gandhi, Globalisation and 
Earth Democracy

Satish Kumar, Vandana Shiva, Venerable 
Samdhong Rinpoche, & Madhu Suri Prakash

24th Nov - 1st Dec 2013

Navadanya’s Gandhi and Earth democracy course offers 
the hope needed in the times of crisis. Gandhi’s vision, as 
embodied by Navadanya movement, translates into a living 
earth , living economies, living cultures and living democracy, 
it helps us envision and chart the road map for the future. 
Come join us as we create a new world based on non- violence, 
ecology and earth democracy.

For registration, contact: 
Navdanya/Research Foundation for 

Science Technology & Ecology 

A-60 Hauz Khas, New Delhi 110016 INDIA 
www.navdanya.org       
email: vandana@vandanashiva.com

chaotic,” says Giangrande. “Let it unfold—allow it—the key is 
not to direct it but to encourage it. We’ve developed the A to C 
of transition. The D to Z is still to come.” Brave, this, and very 
attractive. It is catalytic, emergent, and dynamic, facing forward 
with a vivid vitality but backlit with another kind of ancient 
sunlight: human, social energy. 
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   Calendar of Short Programmes at Bhoomi College
2013 - July to November:

The following are some of the short programmes offered by the Bhoomi 
College.     

• July 6  Organic and Terrace Gardening

• July 27   Biodynamic Farming and Composting

• Aug 24   Organic and Terrace Gardening 

• Aug 31   A Day out @ Bhoomi

• Sep 3 - 7   Exploring our Inner and Outer Ecology

• Sep 14, 15 The Hills and the Sea at  Honnavar 

• Sept 21, 22 Holistic Nutrition and Conscious Kitchen 

• Oct 1   Farmer’s Market 

• Oct 2              Bhoomi Utsav   

• Oct 18, 19 What is wrong with Industrial Agriculture? 
   Programme by Devinder Sharma

• Nov 8, 9  Sustainable Cities - Programme by Ashish Kothari

• Nov 23  Healthy Food  for Kids

For enquiries and registration please contact: 
bhoomi.programmes@gmail.com    

Exploring our Inner and Outer Ecology 

The Bhoomi College 
    Visit us at www.bhoomicollege.org

Bhoomi Residential Programme 

This programme invites you to spend 5 days to reflect, share and connect with 
others and to the land; to explore experientially our perceptions of our inner and outer 
ecology.  Such explorations and learning from living and sharing in small groups can 
replenish us as well as transform the way we build expanding communities that can 
live joyously and responsibly on Gaia, our living Earth.

3rd to 7th September 2013        Venue: Bhoomi Farm, Bangalore

During the programme we will –

• Connect with the land – to soil, plants, trees, 
food through hands-on activities; understand 
connections between processes of our bodies 
and of the Earth.

• Share our stories and examine our 
thoughts, feelings, actions and patterns of 
relationships.

• Review the lenses and filters with which we 
look at ourselves and the web of life

• Explore eco-spiritual approaches and 
practices for owning up our ecological 

identity as earthlings.

To register for the programme, contact bhoomiprogrammes@gmail.com  

or call: 080 28441173
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offers a 1 year programme on:

The Bhoomi College

Science and Management for Sustainable Living
(August 2013 to June2014)

...much more than an educational course - this is a space to discover 
new avenues of adventure, of giving back to the world through 
meaningful work that would nourish your spirit as well. 

Apart from the cutting-edge curriculum Bhoomi College provides, it is 
a meeting ground for some wonderful teachers who have done path-
breaking work and students who aspire for more than just a job.  

 Bhoomi teachers, advisors, our NGO partners  and committed 
facilitators - all believe in a gift culture, in building an expanding 
community of people who work towards sustainable Living.
Join in. Log onto www.bhoomicollege.org  
or write to bhoomi.college@gmail.com

Meera Huddar:  Bhoomi’s one year course introduced me to several new concepts and ideas like Gaia Theory, 
Complexity Theory, Holistic Science, Deep Ecology and their linkages to development and our economic system. The 
constant push to question the existing paradigm in education and our culture made me think through deeper connections.

I have explored many new visions through our meetings with our many teachers… I have also gained great friends and 
a sense of belonging to a new community.

B.V. Jayant :  The atmosphere at Bhoomi is so conducive that one feels at home instantly. There is no rigid hierarchical 
or authoritarian structure here. Unlike other institutions, the curriculum is rich but not followed in a fixed and rigid 
manner… Group processes and participative work are given importance – hence discussions evolve naturally to a higher 
and deeper level, leading to meaningful  insights. The Library is great...

Rukhsana Aziz:  At Bhoomi College my whole perception of sustainability has changed…to consider, understand 
and make changes about the food we eat, the place we live in, the clothes we wear was a starting point for me. Watching 
several short films on food, organic farming, re-thinking education, interactions with various resource persons, hands on 
work… all left a lasting impression. 

Every aspect of the Bhoomi Programme has transformative potential…it has re-affirmed my intuitive belief in a holistic 
way of living. It has given me a good foundation to work on Urban Gardening.

Shri Satish Kumar

Dr. Vandana Shiva Dr. Madhu Suri PrakashDr. Ashish Kothari

Mr. Narayan Reddy

Mr. G. Gautama

Dr. Harish Hande

Dr. R. Balasubramaniam

Shri Devinder Sharma

Dr. Nandita Shah
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Treat yourself to...

9am to 7pm
Join in at 12 noon for Lunch
or at 9 am to volunteer @ Bhoomi Campus,
No. 40, Chikkanayakanahalli, Sarjapura Road, 
Bangalore- 560035
Phone: 080 28441173 / 094498 53834 

To celebrate Bhoomi Network’s fifth birthday
            With music, talks, walks, workshops 
      and great food.
      Spending time with like-minded others, 
      Combining reflection and discussion... 

For enquiries and registration please contact: bhoomi.programmes@gmail.com    

a Day-Out @ Bhoomi
           on Saturday, 31st August 2013
                  for friends and subscribers of Bhoomi  
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Admissions Information: For a detailed free e-brochure and application form contact: bhoomi.college@gmail.com

The Bhoomi College - a participative space for deep, holistic, and practical learning. 
Look up:   www.bhoomicollege.org        www.bhoomimagazine.org

Check out this unique 1 year course: 

There are no more new mountains to climb 
or new continents to discover... 

The challenge of the younger generation  is to do with finding solutions to the crises created 
by the achievements of the older generation... 

Even as you read this, the planet is getting warmer - and solutions are complex and not fully 
in sight; the best thing we can do is to understand root-level issues, create a living out of 
facilitating social change and discover a whole new space for work - which would be a lot 
more enriching  and enjoyable.

Unique Features of the programme:
      • Great Teachers and Facilitators: The faculty includes scientists, activists, writers and others who have done path- 
              breaking work in their fields. Satish Kumar (co-founder, Schumacher College, UK),  Dr. AshishKothari (Kalpavriksh,  
              Pune), G. Gautama and Shri Narayana Reddy and Shri Devinder Sharma are a few of our teachers 

• Cutting Edge Curriculum involving intensive sessions on holistic science, food security, ecological economics  
              and management for sustainability, 

• Gift Culture: Students contribute what they wish to as tuition fees – at the end of the year – for a student in  
              the next batch.  Only a refundable deposit and basic boarding and lodging fees will be charged. 

•	 Learning Processes at Bhoomi College will include real life projects of one’s choice and internships with  
      renowned NGOs and other organizations that Bhoomi collaborates with.  Hands-on work, group participative  
       enquiry sessions and  co-designing some learning activities are other features that make the course interesting.

Science and 
Management 
for Sustainable Living
(August 2013 to June2014)

- a programme that has been designed 
for those interested in Green Careers or 
Green Entrepreneurship, for students,
mid-career professionals and teachers 
and others keen on sustainable living.   

The Bhoomi College
No. 40, Chikkanayakanahalli, Off Doddakaneli, Sarjapura Road, Bangalore- 560 035
Phone: 080 28441173 / 094498 53834 
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