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Lister Sinclair 
Good evening; I'm Lister Sinclair and this is Ideas. 
Tonight we begin a new six-part series by David 
Cayley called "The Earth Is Not an Ecosystem." The 
programs were recorded in the spring of 1992 at a 
conference organized by the Interculture Institute of 
Montreal. 
 
Interculture, since its founding in 1968, has 
promoted dialogue between cultures and traditions 
and explored the invigorating, but also exacting, 
prospect which a true pluralism places before the 
world. In the year of the Earth Summit in Rio de 
Janeiro, the Institute brought representatives of 
grassroots organizations from all over the world to 
Orford, Quebec, to consider the question of ecology 
from this cultural perspective. Their consensus was 
that the banner of sustainable development under 
which the Rio conference convened cannot 
comprehend the diversity of paths and peoples 
which exist in our world nor answer their demand 
for justice. David Cayley was at the conference and 
there he recorded the interviews you will hear over 
the course of this series. 
 
David Cayley 
Development is a concept drawn originally out of 
biology, where it describes the way in which an 
organism achieves its proper form. It signifies a 
movement from potentiality to actuality in which 
what will be is already genetically present. After the 
Second World War, this term began to be used to 
give a semblance of naturalness and inevitability to 
the spread of Western ideas and institutions 
throughout the world. U.S. president-elect Harry 
Truman set the tone in his 1949 inaugural address, 
when he used the word to suggest both a duty—for 
the rich—and a need—for the poor. 
 
Harry Truman 
We must embark on a bold new program for 
making the benefits of our scientific advances and 
industrial progress available for the improvement 
and the growth of underdeveloped areas. More than 
half the people in the world are living in conditions 
approaching misery. Their food is inadequate. They 
are victims of disease. Their economic life is 
primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a handicap 

and a threat both to them and to more prosperous 
areas. I believe that we should make available to 
peace-loving people the benefits of our store of 
technical knowledge in order to help them realize 
their aspirations for a better life and, in cooperation 
with other nations, we should foster capital 
investment in areas needing development. 
 
David Cayley 
Truman's project has changed its shape several 
times since he first enunciated it but it has always 
retained the name "development" and the 
implication that all roads lead to this modern Rome. 
At the conference on which this series is based, this 
claim to universality was challenged on both 
practical and philosophical grounds. 
 
The first of these challenges was issued by Father 
Raimon Panikkar, a man who partly inspired the 
work of the Interculture Institute by his lifelong 
effort to follow out the radical implications of a 
plural conception of reality. Father Panikkar is a 
Roman Catholic priest, professor emeritus of the 
University of California, and the author of 
numerous books in several languages, including The 
Unknown Christ of Hinduism; Myth, Faith and 
Hermeneutics; and The Interreligious Dialogue. 
 
A product of two cultures himself (his father was 
from India, his mother from Spain, where he was 
born and now lives), his work has posed the 
question: how can cultures and religious traditions 
co-exist while making obviously incompatible 
claims about what is ultimately true? Can they be 
present to each in ways that do not involve either 
subordination of one to the other or a relativism 
which denies both claims? 
 
His answer has been that they can do so only under 
conditions of dialogue and only under the 
assumption that "the very nature of truth is 
pluralistic." In his introductory remarks at Orford, 
he addressed the question of development and 
pointed out that dialogue can never begin on the 
basis of a term which pretends to universal validity. 
I took up the same question in my subsequent 
conversation with him. 
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Raimon Panikkar 
We are living in a society that gives practically no 
importance to names. Still, names are very powerful. 
The name of development, which has led us to this 
conference, is one of those powerful words. 
Development today is a very loaded—and, I may also 
add, dangerous—word because, when we use it, we 
are caught up in the megamachine which utilizes the 
good services of those people who want to do good 
work for interests and purposes which are far from 
those of people working at the grassroots.  
 
David Cayley 
What is in the word development for you? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
In the word development for me is an identification of 
progress, well-being, and happiness, with the 
introduction of machines. It's as simple as that. So 
development is entering into the predominant 
culture, accepting first its methods of action—
bulldozers, tractors, and all the rest—and ending up 
by having to adopt its ways of thinking. It works as 
a Trojan horse, which destroys from within the host 
cultures which have adopted those methods, 
thinking that those methods, which are actually 
alien to them, will better their own situation. 
 
David Cayley 
In what sense is development of the Western culture? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Well, first of all, it's a fact. The word was invented 
by the West; the methods are invented by the West; 
the procedures are all Western procedures—so it's 
an historical fact. Second: the underlying 
presuppositions of development assume a certain 
type of anthropology and cosmology, which are 
exclusively of one single culture. The very ideas of 
matter, of time, of space, of force belong to one 
particular culture. And I'm not saying that this is 
right or wrong. I'm saying that it is a fact. Within 
that culture this may be a very good thing; that's 
another question. But all this, transplanted into 
another culture, produces havoc. The results are 
clear. After the first thirty or so years of enthusiasm 
about development, when people thought that 
development was a panacea for the entire world, 

with the last ten years at least, we have begun to 
discover that this may not be the real solution. 
 
David Cayley 
You mentioned an anthropology and a cosmology. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Yes. 
 
David Cayley 
The anthropology? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Anthropology means the underlying notion of man. 
I do not want to begin with a critique of that 
conception of man, but certainly it's not the 
conception of man of any other culture in the world 
during millennia. The idea that man is simply a 
bundle of needs and, if I satisfy those needs in the 
best way I can, this particular fellow will be happy, I 
think very primitive in the pejorative sense of the 
word. 
 
The underlying conception of man in most 
development activities implies that you have to 
develop. That means simply to stretch out, to 
explain, to take from within something which was 
already implicitly there. By this very fact you kill 
spontaneity; you kill surprise; you kill a new thing, 
because all you have to do is to unfold the things 
which were already there. And you unfold it all the 
better, the clearer the highway in front of you is and 
the quicker you can go. So this results in acceleration 
and all the other things we have today under the 
name of development. 
 
This is not how other cultures understand life. After 
all, what is the meaning of life? What are we here 
for? That's why the whole problem is religious, 
mystical, metaphysical, not just a problem of 
whether to develop or not. This anthropology has to 
be examined, criticized, and brought into awareness. 
 
David Cayley 
There's an attempt going on now, quite widespread, 
to redefine development. This has gone on 
continuously, but now we're in the phase of 
sustainable development. What is your reaction to 
that? 
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Raimon Panikkar 
Well, my reaction is of admiration. I admire the 
naiveté [laughing] and good intentions of such 
movements. I spoke in my lecture also of the inertia 
of institutions and the inertia of the mind. 
Development is in our minds; it's very difficult to get 
it out. And so, if the first kind of development 
doesn't work, we will now try to find another type 
of development which will. And perhaps it will for 
awhile. So sustainable development, I think, is a 
very positive progress within an overall context, 
which I criticize. 
 
Sustainable development to me is almost a 
contradiction in terms, because I understand 
development, and I can substantiate my claim 
through the history of the word, as an application of 
modern technoscience to the betterment of society 
and to the betterment of man. This technoscience 
has broken the natural rhythms of time, of space, of 
life, of everything. Once these natural rhythms are 
broken, development is not sustainable by itself. 
Somebody has to sustain it: a dictatorship, or a 
think-tank, or whoever has to sustain that 
development which, having broken the natural 
rhythms, is not by itself sustainable. 
 
If you go against the laws of gravitation, for 
instance, you have to put out a hand or you have to 
have something that sustains the body from falling 
down. With the natural rhythms broken, it is very 
difficult to find this support within the Western 
culture, which for four hundred and fifty years has 
lived out of acceleration. 
 
David Cayley 
So there's something more sinister in a sustainable 
development concept than in a more mechanical 
concept in the sense that it produces a cosmos more 
fully in the hands of man, because now we will 
actually sustain development. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Yes, which amounts to prolonging the agony of a 
system condemned to death. That is our tragic 
situation. And here is where the intellectuals have a 
responsibility, not to say to people in the grassroots 

communities that they are wrong, but that they need 
to be converted in the sense of turning around. 
Otherwise, all we are doing is simply prolonging the 
agony of a system which is in itself unjust. 
 
We have learned in the last forty years that justice 
cannot be established simply by development of any 
kind. If I have a car, I imagine that if this car is good 
for me, it should be good for everybody. Well, a car 
for everybody would be the death of the planet in 
ten years. And here is a situation in which we need, 
as I constantly say, not a patchwork solution like 
sustainable development, nor destruction and 
violence, but transformation. 
 
David Cayley 
This moment of ours, in the midst of this 
brokenness—how would you define it? You made a 
point yesterday of the fact that this moment is 
unprecedented, and that you don't want it to be seen 
as just the end of communism or even the beginning 
of a new era. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
No, it's much more serious. A few years ago I wrote 
an essay called "The End of History." This phrase 
has now been given a different meaning, but I meant 
to refer to the end of historical consciousness. 
Historical man has come to an end. We cannot live 
any longer just working for the future, going along 
the road towards Jerusalem; heaven; the classless 
society; perfect well-being, or whatever. We have to 
discover something which transcends time. You 
have to discover something which gives meaning to 
your life in whatever milieu you live. Our situation is 
far from being correct. 
 
That's what I think I learned from Solzhenitsyn and 
that's why I think why Solzhenitsyn irritated the 
Soviets. It was not that he was a Christian—there 
were Christians everywhere in Russia—not that he 
was against the regime—everyone was against the 
regime more or less—but that his writings and his 
life show that life can have meaning even in a 
concentration camp or a gulag. And that is 
revolutionary. It has the danger that I will content 
myself with doing nothing, but it has the possibility 
of freeing my hands to work for others because my 
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life is not hampered, jeopardized, or broken as a 
result of living in an unjust society. I think that is the 
spiritual message of meditating on development and 
our situation. 
 
David Cayley 
Such meditation, Father Panikkar believes, can show 
us just how unique is the situation in which we live, 
unique in at least two respects. First there is what he 
called "The End of History," in the essay he alluded 
to a moment ago. This essay was published in 1983, 
a number of years before Francis Fukuyama gave 
the phrase the Hegelian inflection it now has in the 
public mind. 
 
Panikkar used it in a very different sense. He 
argued, to paraphrase him very crudely, that, with 
the splitting of the atom, the deciphering of the 
genetic code, and many subsequent breaches in the 
integrity of nature, the future has become an 
impossible and unthinkable destination. With the 
taste of doom already in the air, development cannot 
go on unrolling endlessly. 
 
Oral societies, Panikkar says, live in the light of the 
past, reaching back to their origins, retelling the 
myths; historical societies are oriented to the future; 
contemporary people, who have glimpsed the back 
parts of the myth of history, have the mystic's 
vocation of discovering the fullness of life in the 
present. 
 
The second unique feature of our age is the 
interpenetration of cultures and traditions. 
Development, seen in this light, has always been the 
dictation of the ruling institutions—a monologue, 
not a dialogue—and it is a dialogue between 
cultures that Panikkar has tried to imagine. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Culture, as you know, is a very modern word. Its 
pedigree is not longer than one century and a half. 
Before, the word was used but in a totally different 
sense, in the sense of agriculture. One of the most 
beautiful definitions of philosophy is by Cicero, who 
defines philosophy as cultura animi. The culture of 
the spirit or the culture of the mind, as we would 
say, is philosophy, but that's not the way in which 
we today understand culture. The word culture is a 

rather modern term to signify what I would call "the 
encompassing myth:" that which we take for 
granted, the context in which we live. That is what I 
would call now roughly culture. 
 
And the meeting of cultures implies, ultimately, the 
meeting of people in their deepest recesses. I am not 
an isolated individual. What I call "I" is an 
experience that depends on language and education 
and concepts of time and all the other things which 
crystallize the experience of an entire human group 
over hundreds and sometimes thousands of years. 
So the meeting of cultures is the meeting of human 
beings in the deepest recesses of the archetypes that 
made those people people. And today—and I would 
say this may be a very beautiful side effect of the 
technocratic world—we no longer live in isolation. 
The cultures mix and touch and misunderstand and 
in some way enter into a chaos. 
 
David Cayley 
Yes, they do enter into a chaos, certainly. So perhaps 
I may go to an Indian restaurant, or perhaps I may 
say to someone that he has bad "karma." And, as a 
person from a Christian background, I probably 
know almost nothing of what I'm saying. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
But, nevertheless, these kind of inroads, if well 
worked out, may be very positive, although I 
constantly say, especially in countries like Canada, 
that cultures are not folklore. Culture is not an 
Indian restaurant or Greek music; culture is that all-
encompassing myth which has created, 
spontaneously almost, that kind of food and that 
kind of music. 
 
David Cayley 
When you're asked to define the term culture, you 
use the term myth. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Yes. [laughing] You mean explaining one obscure 
thing with something which is still more 
complicated. Well, I have a whole phenomenology 
of myth, and my first sentence is that myth is that in 
which we so much believe that we do not even 
believe that we believe in it. It goes without saying. 
It's taken for granted. It's the air we breathe. That is 
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always the myth. So the all-encompassing myth, or 
the horizon of intelligibility is what I call culture. 
 
David Cayley 
So the West then is the myth of history and science? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
The West is the myth of history and science, and of 
matter, as an inanimate thing which is there and 
which we can manipulate for our benefit. And that 
is so obvious that if you dare to touch this sacred 
cow, people get a little irritated. That is what is taken 
for granted, that is not discussed, that is what is not 
negotiable, because otherwise where are we? 
 
That is the challenge when we meet another culture 
and that which undermines our pre-suppositions, if 
you'll allow me to play with words. A pre-
supposition is different from an assumption. An 
assumption is a kind of axiom, something you take 
for granted for certain purposes, as in mathematics. 
A pre-supposition is not a supposition, something 
which you put underneath your thinking. A pre-
supposition is something previously put there 
before you were even aware of it, and that is the 
myth, that is what we take for granted. It's where we 
stop because we don't feel the need to go further. 
 
Today, we are in a situation in which every single 
culture, the others clearly enough and the Western 
the same, begin to realize that they are not self-
sufficient, that they cannot cope with the human 
condition, that they cannot solve the problems with 
which we are now stricken. Here is where the 
mutual fecundation of cultures is paramount and 
here is where the methodological difficulties are also 
very, very great, because we cannot meet on equal 
grounds. There is no round-table conference because 
that would already be another culture. 
 
But, if I assume and take for granted that dollars, 
English, development, et cetera, et cetera, is the 
normal ground, then obviously I'm lost because I am 
no longer on my ground. And that's the difficulty 
from all points of view—methodologically and 
practically and existentially—because, obviously, 
the ground which offers itself is the ground of this 
extraordinarily expansive force of Western 

civilization. So we have to work out, through 
patience and cunning, through concessions and 
fidelity, a ground in which different cultures begin 
to enter into a relationship in which the first round is 
to work out the ground on which we shall meet. 
 
David Cayley 
But how to make a ground when you've said at the 
outset that there is no ground? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
By making it. So you the technocrat, I the pygmy, we 
meet as an existential act. And when we meet as 
cultures, our discourse is not on concepts, not on 
words, but on discovering the underlying myth 
which you don't see and I help you to see, and my 
myth, which I don't see and you help me to see. 
 
Let's give just a simple example, then everybody 
laughs. At the moment that you listen to me, you 
think to yourself, "Well, this man speaks with an 
accent." [laughing] So I speak with an accent, and 
what about you? You also speak with an accent. 
Your accent is more beautiful to the ears of your 
listeners, okay; your accent is more correct according 
to certain books; all right. So you are aware of my 
accent. But you're not aware of your accent and you 
need me to tell you that you also speak with an 
accent. [laughing] 
 
So you help me to discover that I speak with an 
accent and if I want to make myself understood, 
then I will try to imitate your accent. But I shall also 
help you by telling you, "Sir, you speak also with an 
accent." This is the meeting of cultures and that's 
why it's dangerous on the one hand but enormously 
enriching on the other. 
 
It's dangerous because it undermines your 
certainties and to live without certainties, 
sometimes, is not comfortable, especially for some 
types of cultures which want certainty and security 
and atomic bombs in order to sleep without anxiety. 
But it's liberating on the other hand because the 
moment that you lose your fear, you begin to enjoy 
the gift of freedom. The worst enemy of freedom is 
not shackles, but fear. And generally the greater part 
of all populations is terrorized by fear of all types: 
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fear of death, fear of the police, fear of my bank 
account, the fear that my wife is going to betray me, 
fear that my children are going to be drug addicts, 
fear of all types which makes life miserable, and 
then we are not free. That's part of my wisdom. 
[laughing]. It's not an easy thing, certainly. 
 
David Cayley 
So if religions meet each other in this way and you 
make my accent known to me, I obviously have to 
abandon the fundamental form of my religion, that 
view which holds that I don't have an accent, you 
have an accent. So religions tend to discover more 
subtle forms in each other by this encounter, ideally. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
We discover the relativity of each religion, but the 
relativity is not relativism. Relativism says, okay, it 
doesn't matter. Relativity means that you do not 
absolutize your accent as the norm now and forever, 
that you do not absolutize your religion as the only 
thing that exists in the world and all the rest is 
simply hocus pocus, wrong, or it's on the way to 
your place. So relativity is the experience of 
contingency, ultimately, the experience that you are 
not alone in the world, the experience that your 
ideas are right and wonderful and true but that 
there are some other fellows in the world who also 
have right and true and wonderful ideas and which 
do not coalesce with yours, or with mine, obviously. 
 
So the meeting of religions leads neither to a 
common denominator—they're all saying the same; 
we are not saying the same—nor to a war of 
religions because if they're not saying the same, then 
I'm right and you are wrong—but to an 
acknowledgement, if you want one word, that 
there's no need to dilute your convictions in order to 
make room for my convictions and beliefs. And 
even though, from your point of view, you do not 
agree and you cannot agree and you will not agree 
with my convictions, because you have discovered 
the relativity of your own system, you will not 
impose your system on me and just chase me 
because I am wrong. 
 
David Cayley 
This is obviously a problem for the Western culture, 
which produces a term like development, which 

pretends to be the comprehensive term for how 
human beings should live. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Yes. 
 
David Cayley 
But, presumably, it's not only a problem for the 
West. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
For instance? 
 
David Cayley 
For instance, the amount of inter-ethnic slaughter on 
the Indian sub-continent. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Oh, yes. Development has this pretension to 
universality because technoscience has a pretension 
to universality and because one of the features of 
Western culture is to claim universality, which I 
contest for philosophical reasons. But this certainly 
does not mean that other cultures don't have many 
defects, faults, and evils. 
 
David Cayley 
What are the philosophical reasons you alluded to, 
the grounds on which you could contest Western 
claims to universality? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Well, Plato and Kant. All the Western peoples have 
and accept a diffuse Platonism and a cryptic 
Kantianism, [laughing] i.e.—to translate—we all 
believe that ideas are disincarnated and thus eternal 
and universal—Plato. We all believe, or at least 
Western man generally tends to believe, that there is 
a thing in itself, like a god, or like beauty, which is seen 
from different places and in different ways—Kant. I 
contest these two assumptions. And it's very 
interesting to note that a religion like Christianity, 
which is a religion of incarnation, seems to have 
capitulated in front of Platonism, which posits 
eternal, timeless, spaceless values and then deduces 
universality, because they are not bound by time, by 
space, by culture, or by anything. That I think is the 
greatness and the weakness of Western culture. 
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David Cayley 
So in the development crusade we can see a final, 
one hopes, chapter of this? 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
Yes. We have tried to universalize development, as 
we have tried to universalize science, or we tried to 
universalize the Christian religion. Before it was, 
you want the Latin, extra ecclesiam nulla salus—
outside the church there is no salvation; now it's: 
extra scientiam nulla salus—outside science there is no 
salvation. It's the same syndrome, the same 
archetype, working on a secularized level, which 
makes it even worse. To see that, we need to step 
into the world view and the cosmology of another 
culture. 
 
David Cayley 
Cultures can clarify and correct each other, but no 
culture, in Father Panikkar's view, is now entirely 
adequate to its unprecedented circumstances. The 
past, inherited as tradition, is no more a 
comprehensive guide than the future projected as 
endless progress. It is in the present, he says, that we 
must discover ourselves and in what is present that 
alternatives to development must be found. 
 
Raimon Panikkar 
We should not romanticize the past in any way. 
That's why the solution does not lie in going to the 
past, but also does not lie in going to the future, as it 
were, but in transcending time, if you want my 
philosophical way of saying it. There is a sentence in 
St. Augustine, which I try to live by myself and like 
to quote very often. It's very simple; everybody can 
understand even in his Latin: "Ut tu sis: transcende 
tempus!"—in order that you be: overcome time, 
transcend time! 
 
If we only live in the avenue of time, in the highway 
of time, going somewhere, our lives are going to be 
miserable. And here again is my critique of 
development: that the idea of time as simply a 
highway through which we drive or walk or run or 
fly is a very dangerous and ultimately wrong 
metaphor, because we are more than just machines 
going to an end. That's why I startle people very 
often when I say, "Well, if I die tomorrow I will not 

feel my life frustrated." I don't put the whole of my 
life into the day after tomorrow; I put it into today, 
and try to live to the full. 
 
And that's a spiritual thing as well as a material 
thing, for which we very often are, let me use the 
word, underdeveloped. We have not fostered the 
idea that I am an end in myself and not a means for 
something else. Development is always about 
means. But what about the end? If the end only 
comes at the end, then this end will never come—or 
when it does come, it will be too late. If I don't find 
the goal in the way, I miss my way. But we have lost 
sometimes even the capacity for this looking inside 
in order to be able to put myself fully into the 
present situation. That needs an inwardness without 
which man is hardly man, he's then just a species. 
And this inwardness means meditation or means 
silence or means discovering yourself and who you 
are. 
 
At the same time that is the springboard, as it were, 
to jump over yourself and discover that in this jump 
you carry with you your own truer self. So it's not a 
question of jumping into a transcendence which is a 
linear transcendence into the future or up in the 
skies but a transcendence which is the mirror and 
complement of your own immanence. 
 
What we have lost by and large today is, let me use 
another dangerous word, the mystical experience, 
which is not seeing the clouds or making miracles or 
being queer, but is discovering the uniqueness of my 
life, the irrepeatability of that particular thing that I 
am in the entire adventure of the universe and of 
discovering that I am the shaper of my own destiny 
and, by doing that, I also shape, along with infinitely 
many other forces, the entire reality. That's difficult 
to say, I understand. It sounds somewhat abstract 
perhaps but, unless we reach that unity between our 
activity and our being—action and contemplation, if 
you want—I don't think that we can speak of life 
lived to the full. 
 
David Cayley 
Raimon Panikkar speaking at Orford, Quebec, in the 
spring of 1992. He was there as the opening and 
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closing speaker at a conference called "Living With 
the Earth," on which this series of programs is based. 
 
In 1983, the United Nations created the World 
Commission on Environment and Development, 
subsequently known by the name of its chairman, 
Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland. 
In 1987, the commission released its report under the 
title Our Common Future. In response to what it 
called "the downward spiral of linked ecological and 
economic decline," the commission proposed a new 
slogan: "sustainable development." This was 
necessary, the commission argued, because the main 
threat to the environment comes from poverty and 
therefore only development can forestall further 
degradation. This view was reinforced at Rio de 
Janeiro in the summer of 1992 when the world's 
leaders gathered for the Earth Summit, properly the 
United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development, or UNCED for short. 
 
Just after the U.N. conference, the British magazine 
The Ecologist published a special issue called "Whose 
Common Future?" Twenty years before, The Ecologist 
had produced a celebrated manifesto called 
"Blueprint for Survival." Now its editors were less 
disposed towards blueprints and more towards 
defending the world's remaining commons. In 
"Whose Common Future?" they argued that there is 
nothing new at all about sustainable development; it 
only continues the process begun centuries before 
with the enclosure of common lands in Europe and 
continued throughout the colonial and post-colonial 
era. Enclosure and privatization, they argue, is what 
development really means. 
 
One of the editors of The Ecologist, Nick Hildyard, 
was at the conference, where these programs were 
recorded, and he gave me what was then a preview 
of their critique of sustainable development. 
 
Nick Hildyard 
The whole Brundtland discourse ignores the issue of 
power and for us that issue is absolutely 
fundamental to the whole debate on sustainable 
development, sustainable environments, on culture. 
Unless the issue of power is tackled, we see the sort 
of solutions that are being worked out within 
UNCED and other fora as further causing 

environmental destruction, further causing 
oppression, further causing social injustice. 
 
So we've been trying to get in touch with groups all 
over the world, grassroots groups, those who are not 
particularly interested or perhaps don't even know 
about UNCED and what's going on in Brazil and are 
certainly not going to be attending that conference. 
We try to learn from them, through their struggles, 
through the campaigns they are fighting, through 
the work that they're doing every day, how they 
view the key issues in environment and 
development. 
 
The sort of issues that they're bringing up are very, 
very different from the sort of issues that 
Brundtland is bringing up. So, for example, when 
Brundtland talks about "our" common future and 
attempts to eradicate conflict from the agenda, the 
groups on the ground think: Whose common future 
are you talking about? We may all share the same 
planet and in that sense of course we have a 
common future, but the idea that a peasant in Bihar 
shares the same interests, the same future, as the 
chairman of Dupont or ICI is simply farcical, and 
they know that and they reject it. 
 
The groups on the ground reject the idea that the 
answer lies in management. They want to ask: 
Management for whom, by whom? The groups on 
the ground reject the idea that this is somehow a 
recent crisis. They know perfectly well it's been 
going on for five hundred years, and more than that. 
The groups on the ground reject the idea that the 
solutions can only come from those institutions like 
corporations, like development agencies, which 
have been primarily responsible for the crisis. They 
say: No, the solutions lie with us; we have the 
solutions; we don't need to invent alternatives; in 
our daily lives we are working them out, we are 
innovative. We don't need to be empowered; we 
don't need someone to empower us. What we need 
is people to get off our backs. 
 
So it's putting those sorts of issues out as a statement 
and exploring what we see as the key theme of 
development, which is actually enclosure, 
expropriation, taking away people's land, enclosing 
knowledge, denying access to resources, creating 
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resources out of the environment, creating the 
notion of resources, and then denying people access 
to their water, to their forests, to their land, using 
those lands for others, transferring power to a small 
minority, transferring control to a small minority. 
These are the issues that really matter on the ground 
and, unless those issues are addressed, I don't see 
much hope for either the planet or for social justice. 
And I think social justice is now the key issue, the 
key issue. The idea of saving the world without 
social justice is for me, as someone who's been 
involved in this movement for twenty years, simply 
not worth considering. I wouldn't want to live in a 
sort of world that was a technocratic, ecofascist, but 
safe world. 
 
David Cayley 
Can you say concretely how the Brundtland 
discourse, the new global managerial 
environmentalism is working against the interests 
you've fought for? 
 
Nick Hildyard 
Well, let me give you one example. Within UNCED, 
the agenda on agriculture has been mainly drawn 
up by FAO—the U.N. Food and Agriculture 
Organization—and it goes under the name of 
Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Development. 
Actually, it was originally going to be called 
Sustainable Agriculture and Development, but 
someone pointed out the acronym was S-A-D, SAD, 
so they put in the "Rural." I know that from insiders 
within FAO. But within that document, which lays 
out an agenda for sustainable agriculture, the key 
idea is better management and the way it's defined 
is this: a team of experts takes an environment and 
they look to see whether "the man-land ratio" is 
exceeded. If it is, then they recommend that people 
should be moved, should be encouraged to 
transmigrate out of that area. 
 
The question of why those people are there in the 
first place, why they may be there in numbers that 
put pressure on the land, is not asked. The option of 
reclaiming the best land, the land that's being used 
for export crops, is not even considered. The 
discourse is instead changing. They don't talk about 
export crops anymore; they talk about agricultural 

systems where the biomass is being taken away 
from the land. In other words, it's being exported. So 
the language is changing and it's changing into a 
managerial style that covers the conflicts, that 
disguises the conflicts, and which really puts 
technocrats at the helm. They're the ones who'll 
decide which environments can have a dam and 
they'll decide it on the basis of cost-benefit analysis. 
 
If you happen to be living there and in the way of 
that dam or you're living in a fragile ecosystem and 
happen to be placing too much stress on the 
environment, you'll be moved out. The other option, 
the option of intelligent self-limitation, is simply not 
there. 
 
So management, essentially, will just mean more 
control over people in the interests of those who are 
now profiting from enclosure. What you see in 
Brundtland is an attempt to globalize the commons 
and to claim it for elites. What you see in the other 
movements, the real movements for change, is an 
attempt to reclaim the local and it's in the local that I 
think the future lies. 
 
David Cayley 
What are the things that you're particularly in touch 
with, that you're particularly interested in in this 
respect? 
 
Nick Hildyard 
Increasingly, I'm focusing on two areas. One is on 
land reform and agragrian reform; and the other is 
on biotechnology. I see biotechnology as one of the 
new movements of colonization—colonization of 
the seed—and when farmers lose control of that 
final input, the seed, they will actually have lost 
control completely of production. They will be tools, 
complete tools of the corporations. And on agrarian 
reform, because I think that reclaiming the land, the 
first vital resource on which we all depend, is a first 
step without which many other initiatives and 
attempts to reclaim political space as real commons 
are not possible. So these are the two areas that 
we're working on particularly at the moment. 
 
David Cayley 
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What are your plans, hopes, for this report that 
you've done? 
 
Nick Hildyard 
We hope that people will just read it, act on it if they 
feel they agree with it, debate it, use it as a tool. It is 
not and purposefully doesn't try to set down any 
blueprint, any one scheme for getting out of the 
crisis, because I don't believe in blueprints. 
Although twenty years ago The Ecologist published 
"A Blueprint for Survival," I think there was a certain 
naiveté there in thinking that we could set down one 
model, one way of action, and in particular in 
appealing to government to enact that one model. 
 
I believe now in a diversity of approaches; 
publicizing that diversity; giving support to the 
many movements around the world; letting people 
know that things are going on, that there are these 
other groups; and appealing to those groups to 
make alliances between themselves, between each 
other, to find common cause. We've been working 
very much on this within Europe, in trying to gather 
a coalition of farming groups—organic farming and 
non-organic—consumer groups, animal-welfare 
groups, groups interested in Third World issues—
and trying to get an alliance together particularly on 
the issue of the reform of the [European 
Community's] Common Agricultural Policy. 
 
One of the interesting things about that alliance is 
that it's jelled because, instead of concentrating on 
single issues like getting rid of pesticides, it's taken 
the view that to ask farmers to get rid of pesticides 
when they're on an economic treadmill that forces 
them to use pesticides is unreasonable, but to make 
common cause with those farmers who are on that 
treadmill and to seek ways of changing the 
economic climate, of changing the political climate 
so that they can move off it, that's a different agenda. 
By coming together as alliances, accepting that there 
are differences—you're never going to completely 
persuade people, you're never going to come to one 
view of the future—but in accepting those 
differences and working together on those areas of 
agreement and expanding those areas of agreement, 
change can come about—slowly, slowly, but it will 
come about. 
 

I think it is only by taking that slowly-slowly 
approach that we'll actually overcome this other 
Brundtland-type crisis management where the 
projection is of a world that is going down the tube 
so rapidly that we've got to trust even those people 
who have been most destructive in the past. 
 
David Cayley 
That's an interesting point—about what is done in 
the name of urgency and with the feeling of 
urgency. 
 
Nick Hildyard 
I feel slightly guilty talking about this because we've 
brought out in Britain a book with a title that I 
actually didn't like but the publishers liked, called 
Five Thousand Days to Save the Planet. It may well be 
true, but it gives the wrong signal. It gives the signal 
that because we're in such crisis, we've got to take 
desperate measures. As a result, the political process 
that will ensure that those measures are taken 
without social injustice, without causing more 
problems, will be sidetracked. 
 
You can see this crisis management in many of the 
statements that are coming out of UNCED. The 
blame is always on something that the institutions 
feel that they can deal with, like population. So they 
can send out French letters, or, worse than that, 
make deals with corporations for reproductive 
technologies, for example, that will seriously impact 
women. The accent is on finding problems that seem 
readily accessible to solutions. 
 
My colleague Teddy Goldsmith always talks about 
problem-multiplying mechanisms and solution-
multiplying mechanisms. The top-down approach, 
the crisis-management approach, may look as if it's 
solving a problem, but actually it's multiplying 
problems. If you go for population control, trying to 
control the population, automatically the question 
comes up: Which section of the population are you 
controlling? You create distance between people, 
you create political structures that are more and 
more oppressive, and that creates problems. If you 
go for an alternative view, which would be to 
increase self-determination of women and of men 
with women as to how many children they have, 
you begin to create more of a process that is a 
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gradual change, but which changes many more 
problems along the way. 
 

David Cayley 
Nick Hildyard, co-editor of the British magazine The 
Ecologist. Discussion continues along these lines in 
the next program of this series, when I'll talk to 
Bolivian geographer David Tuchschneider about the 
restoration of traditional agriculture in the Andes 
and with village activist Tierno Kane from Senegal. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
On Ideas tonight, you've listened to Part 1 of "The 
Earth Is Not an Ecosystem," written and presented 
by David Cayley. The series continues tomorrow 
night. Technical production was by Lorne Tulk; 
production assistants: Gail Brownell and Faye 
Macpherson. We would like to thank Kalpana Das 
and her colleagues at Interculture. A collection of 
David Cayley's earlier programs on ecology is also 
available in book form from James Lorimer & 
Company. The book is called The Age of Ecology and 
it's in book stores across Canada. The executive 
producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht. 
 
Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 
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Lister Sinclair 
Good evening; I'm Lister Sinclair and this is Ideas. 
Tonight, we continue our series, "The Earth Is Not 
an Ecosystem." The programs were recorded in the 
spring of 1992 at a conference organized by the 
Interculture Institute of Montreal. The conference 
was called "Living with the Earth" and it brought 
together representatives of popular organizations 
from countries as diverse as India, Senegal, Bolivia, 
and Iran. They assembled in Orford, Quebec for four 
grey days in early May to consider problems of 
ecological decline in a cultural rather than a 
technical perspective. 
 
At Rio de Janeiro, two months later, the world's 
leaders gathered at the Earth Summit would 
proclaim the need for sustainable development. At 
Orford, development was seen mainly as another 
name for the destruction of subsistence and the 
alienation of the lands, forests, and waters on which 
the great non-modern rural majorities of the world 
continue to depend. Instead, defence against 
development and a true pluralism of cultural 
practices were seen as the conditions for 
sustainability. David Cayley was at the conference, 
where he recorded the interviews which make up 
this series. 
 
David Cayley 
In 1987, the World Commission on Environment 
and Development, better known as the Brundtland 
Commission, entitled its report to the United 
Nations "Our Common Future." Five years later, as 
political leaders from around the world gathered at 
the Earth Summit, a British magazine called The 
Ecologist responded with a special issue called 
"Whose Common Future?" 
 
The two titles dramatize diametrically opposed 
visions. The Brundtland Commission's report speaks 
of "global challenges" and "global responsibilities," 
of "a new reality" which must be managed, and of 
the political will which managing it will require. It 
speaks of a new type of development called 
"sustainable development," capable of ushering in 
what the report calls "a new era of economic 
growth," without catastrophic ecological change; 
and it addresses itself to those ruling institutions 

with the unquestioned power to accomplish its 
vision of a secure, common future. 
 
"Whose Common Future?" takes the opposite tack. It 
argues that development is the problem, not the 
solution; that it is wealth, not poverty, which grinds 
up the earth. The editors of The Ecologist described 
development as a movement of enclosure by which 
common wealth is rendered into scarce resources 
subject to private exploitation. It happened in early 
modern Europe when common lands were 
transformed into commercial pastures, and it 
happens today when peasant lands in Africa are 
consolidated in order to produce export crops, or 
communally used forests in India or Malaysia are 
suddenly converted to timber resources. The idea of 
a common future, on this account, is a mystification, 
a way of disguising the irreconcilable difference 
between those who benefit from development and 
those who lose by it. 
 
The first program in this series concluded with an 
interview with Nick Hildyard, an editor of The 
Ecologist and one of the authors of "Whose Common 
Future?" He spoke of resistance to development in 
local communities around the world and of the 
ability of such communities to adapt and innovate 
when they are free from the pressures of imposed 
development. Tonight, I want to continue with a 
case in point. Bolivian geographer David 
Tuchschneider, whom you'll hear in a moment, is 
the director of HISBOL, an acronym for Historia 
Social Boliviana. He received his academic training in 
Canada, where he lived for a number of years, and 
he now works with the Aymara and Quechua 
people of the Bolivian Andes on the recovery and 
adaptation of traditional agricultural techniques. 
Our conversation began with his account of the 
origins of HISBOL.  
 
David Tuchschneider 
HISBOL was created in 1982 in order to pick up and 
systematize and promote the social movements that 
were developing at the time in Bolivia. There were 
very strong social movements that had actually 
allowed democracy to take a hold of the country and 
had forced the military government to go back into 
their barracks. There was something changing then, 
and they were able to detect this change from a 
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politics of the left to a more ethnic-based politics, a 
politics that would emphasize more the 
reaffirmation of culture, the revalorization, as we 
say (kind of an awkward word), of traditional 
ancient knowledges and a desire to start from those 
knowledges towards the future. 
 
Anyway, HISBOL since then has become a centre for 
the promotion and diffusion of native alternatives to 
development. That's what we call it. It basically 
means that we publish as much as we can on the 
oral history of native peoples—testimonies and 
direct accounts of myths, stories. We pick up what's 
being told because the Aymara and the Quechua 
peoples of Bolivia, with which we work mostly, are 
oral peoples. 
 
We also think that a big problem in Bolivian history 
perpetuated by social movements and political 
parties, on the left as well as on the right, has been 
that there has been an incredible lack of scientific 
information on the two variables that make up a 
country—basically, space and population. There has 
been a lack of information as to who this population 
was; what languages they spoke, what were their 
customs, their traditions, their cultures, their ideas, 
their vision of the world, their Weltanschauung, 
whatever you want to call it; and an incredible 
ignorance of a space that is ecologically very 
complex. It's a tropical mountain country; it 
possesses ecosystems, environments, that are unique 
to it. 
 
For example, it possesses an environment called the 
puna, in which people grow crops at four thousand 
metres above sea level—where the solar radiation, 
for example, is more like that on the moon than at 
sea level—a strange environment, if you look at it 
through the eyes of the Western imagination. For 
example, if you close your eyes and think of a forest, 
you'll form an idea of pine trees or whatever. But if 
you go to the Andes, especially to Bolivia, which is 
the heart of the Andes, you will find an environment 
that you can't comprehend through that kind of 
imagination. You have to make a shift. It's not that 
they're different in quantity, that they are less hot or 
less cold, or more humid or less humid, it's that 
they're qualitatively different. 

 
David Cayley 
And you're mentioning this because the Bolivian 
elite also have the European consciousness? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
That being the problem. The elites, meaning the 
people who speak Spanish and English or French, 
very well educated in foreign universities—basically 
the people who generate ideology and culture, 
culture in the sense of "high culture"—have this 
consciousness, which is very alienated, alienated in 
the true sense of the word in not having real roots in 
the reality of the country. So a big effort in our 
publishing lines was to bring to the attention of the 
people who were generating ideology or generating 
public policy, people who were working in 
nongovernmental organizations, as well as in banks 
and development offices and ministries, a 
consciousness that they were not only dealing with a 
people who thought differently and had their own 
logic and their own culture but also who inhabited a 
space in which you could not translate without 
change recipes from the north. (I recognize that "the 
north" is a big term and I dislike its use but—) 
 
For example, you cannot translate an agricultural 
technology that has been developed at sea level in a 
mid-latitude country to a space that is four thousand 
metres above sea level in the tropics. I mean, it 
seems to be common sense, but common sense 
seems to be the least common of all senses 
sometimes. So we've pointed to that and I think that 
we've been quite successful in that. The true 
alternative, the appropriate agricultural techniques 
for a country like Bolivia, that has such a complex 
ecology, are the ones that have evolved in this eight-
thousand-year experiment with agriculture, which is 
the Andean civilization. 
 
These ecologies range from terrace systems to raised 
fields, to an array of techniques developed through 
millennia of wisdom in dealing with one particular 
environment: the Andean environment, which is 
characterized by having the largest variety of 
ecosystems per unit area in the world, with the 
greatest climatic instability. These are agricultural 
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techniques designed to attenuate those factors. So 
what we're now doing— 
 
David Cayley 
Instability means unpredictability? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Unpredictability, yeah. For example— 
 
David Cayley 
You don't know what the weather is going to be like 
next year? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Very hard to know what the weather is going to be 
like tomorrow, that's how bad it is. For example, at 
thirty-six hundred metres above sea level you get 
frost eighty nights of every year; you may get freak 
frosts in the middle of summer. The differences that 
you have in temperature between summer and 
winter in a middle-latitude country like Canada you 
have in the Andes from morning to night. So that 
incredible range of temperatures of course forces 
you to adopt a different technological mindset. 
 
David Cayley 
Have inherited techniques been abandoned under 
pressure to modernize? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Well, one of the things this conference is about is the 
problems with development. I certainly think there 
are big problems with the conception of 
development that we hold so dear today, but I think 
we need to have a little bit more of a historical 
perspective. A lot of the discussions on development 
miss on this and I think they'll fail to come up with 
alternative solutions if they keep on doing so. You 
see, the problem with the state of society and the 
economy in the Andes is that it was invaded in 1532 
and since then what we've had is a series—of 
governments, if you want—but a series of states, 
really, that have dedicated themselves to imposing 
their own sense of what's right and, generally, this 
sense has been alien to the culture and to the nature 
of the place. 
 
For the Spaniards, you know, wealth was basically 
mineral wealth, so they reoriented the whole 

population of the Andes into forced labour in the 
mines. Of course before that, with the conquest, the 
population underwent an incredible collapse: in the 
coast, nine out of ten people died and in the 
highlands we have, according to the estimates, three 
out of eight or four out of eight. So a major 
catastrophe, a holocaust! And after that you have 
whatever population survived rearranged to exploit 
the mines, to export gold or silver to Spain. 
 
After that, the republics come. The dream of a nation 
state was put into practice by the elites that replaced 
the colonial elites and, basically, there you have a 
dream of progress. It's a white man's dream. It's 
based on the idea that solutions are in the future and 
that there are ways of arriving there and that we 
have a problem to begin with and we have a 
solution in the end. And then you have a series of 
policies put into practice that have really nothing to 
do with the place. For example, peasants are made 
into pawns in haciendas and, again, there's a 
reinforcement of mining economy. Accompanying 
all this you have, for example, a big effort at 
evangelizing the Indians. Now, when you 
evangelize a people, when you change their mind, 
when you change the way they see God, religion, 
then you're really attacking what's at the centre of 
their thought. In the Andes this was worse. The 
Spaniards thought they were burning these witches 
and devil worshippers; but, in the way that the 
Indian society worked, the priests—the people who 
were in charge of the religious stuff, according to the 
Spaniards—were also the engineers; they were also 
the agriculturalists. I mean, they were the people 
who knew how the stars moved; they knew the 
ritual cycles associated with agriculture. They knew 
how to build bridges. In other words, thinking that 
they were destroying the pagan religion, the 
Spaniards really destroyed the indigenous scientific 
knowledge of the world, which was closely 
associated with a pagan view of the world. 
 
So what you have is more than four hundred and 
fifty years of constant negation of the validity, the 
value, the worth of native culture. I mean, in the 
beginning, the Spaniards came and told them, you're 
pagans, you don't pray to the right god; then in the 
republics they told them, you're ignorant Indians, 
you don't even know how to produce for the 
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market. And now, with development and 
international cooperation, or a lot of it—not all of it, 
of course; we can't put everything in the same bag—
it just continues. For example, they tell farmers who 
are havesting twenty varieties of potatoes in a plot 
that they're doing something really stupid. You have 
to put one variety, and it has to be a hybrid variety 
that needs pesticides and fertilizers. It so happens 
that this hybrid tastes so bad that native Andean 
peasants give it to the pigs to eat because they won't 
eat it themselves. And you cannot put one variety in 
a plot because your climatic conditions are so 
variable that, if you got a frost, it would kill the 
whole crop, not just the least resistant varieties. So 
the environment itself doesn't allow for that. 
 
David Cayley 
Twenty varieties was a real example? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Oh, actually, in one study that some friends from a 
Peruvian institution called PRATEC made, they 
found ninety varieties of potatoes in one plot. 
 
David Cayley 
What would be some of the characteristics that 
would cause people to cultivate so many varieties? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Let's say you want to get a better potato crop. So you 
start choosing your biggest potatoes for seed. That is 
the logic of maximizing production. That makes 
sense in an ecosystem in which you have some 
control over the basic variables that affect the crop, 
but it doesn't make sense when what you have to do 
is spread your production through as many plots as 
possible, each one slightly different. One plot may 
have an orientation that is north-north; another 
north-east; another one is south-south; another one 
is flat; another one is inclined; and so on. So you 
know which orientation and inclination each variety 
likes. And then, of course, you make a reading of the 
stars and of the skies and you say, well, maybe this 
year we'll have early frost and therefore you'll plant 
bitter potatoes, which are more resistant, and so on. 
The environment is probabilistic, and you make sure 
that on the average you get a satisfactory harvest. 
 

That is one of the strategies. The second strategy that 
the Andean peoples always had was to send people 
to other ecosystems. For example, if you lived in the 
highlands, then you would have had relatives in the 
valleys. You'd have relatives on the coast and on the 
edge of the jungle, because that way you'd have 
access through your relatives to fish from the coast, 
to products from the valleys and to products from 
the jungle. In all Andean history, they had these 
family arrangements that covered literally from the 
coast to the jungle, thousands of kilometres, and that 
developed gradually into more formal systems of 
having colonies in every ecological zone, and then 
into the Inca state, which systemized that. And then 
the Spaniards came and, instead of systematizing it, 
they just cut it down into little pieces. So what you 
have now is that people, instead of having access to 
the wide variety of ecosystems that exist in the 
Andes, have access to their own ecosystem. And 
that is the development of underdevelopment. 
That's why people are poor. People are poor as a 
result of that process, not because they were 
originally poor. 
 
David Cayley 
So, instead of eating fish and fruit and potatoes, I 
live on potatoes. 
 
David Tuchschneider 
That's right. And if you want fruit and fish, you 
have to buy it, but to buy it you have to sell your 
potatoes and your potatoes get potatoes on the 
market. They're worth nothing, because the other 
thing is that, since the basis of the colonial state was 
forced labour, Indian labour, the cost of labour ever 
since has been very low and so has the cost of the 
products of that labour. If you look at a study of 
prices of agricultural products in Bolivia, not one 
covers the cost of production—except for coca, 
because coca, it so happens, has a foreign market. It 
is the only Bolivian product that has a comparative 
advantage—if you want to talk about it in the 
language of economics—in the world market. That's 
why coca production is advancing so fast, at the 
expense of the rest. 
 
David Cayley 
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So what is going on now in the way of restoring 
these relationships and restoring traditional forms of 
agriculture? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
I think the most interesting possibilities are 
happening in the communities or groups of 
communities that have undergone direct experience 
with development projects. Development is a mental 
thing; underdevelopment is a mental thing. We 
become convinced—and many peasants are 
convinced—that it's the application of these new 
technologies—fertilizer, pesticide, and all of those 
things—that are going to solve their problems, and 
it's only when they experiment with them, as they 
have in many communities, and when they see them 
fail, that they then go back to their old knowledge, 
to consulting with old people and saying, well, 
maybe you are right; maybe we have to start from 
what we have and we don't need necessarily to 
replace everything and start anew. 
 
There is very little that finance organizations can do 
about this, because in most of these communities 
what they're doing is retiring: they're doing what I 
call "constructive disengagement" at the local level. 
Instead of comparing their systems to a 
development system, instead of seeing themselves 
in that light, what they're doing is they're turning 
their sight inwards, their view inwards; they're 
looking at themselves; and they're trying to start 
from their own. And there is something really 
beautiful when you go to the communities that are 
doing this, something that you can almost smell. 
They haven't lost the dignity that you lose when you 
live with your hand extended, waiting for the 
technical adviser from abroad, from the city; when 
you wait for the better seed, when you wait for 
whatever developmental input is going to come. 
When all the knowledge that is right is outside and 
it's not yours, you become poor because you believe 
you're a nothing, because everything that is worth 
while is outside. 
 
David Cayley 
Can you give an example of some way in which 
agriculture is being restored or in which 
relationships between ecological zones are being 
restored? 

 
David Tuchschneider 
The most interesting example I can think of at this 
moment in Bolivia is this group of communities in a 
place called Provincia Camacho. In 1982 or '83 they 
created their own N.G.O. (non-governmental 
organization) to provide technical education to their 
youngsters. With this education in the most modern 
agricultural techniques, these young people from the 
communities were going to go out of the technical 
school and teach their parents how to do things 
right. 
 
Three years later, after good training in the 
agronomic model of middle-latitude flat countries, 
these kids came out and they tried everything. They 
were very ingenious in their application of what 
they'd learned. They tried all kinds of new crops—
none of them worked, none of them were resistant 
to the ecological conditions of the area. They tried 
greenhouses. At one point, because they thought 
their animals didn't get enough good food—animals 
meaning cows and sheep—they thought there 
should be a better way of actually growing pastures 
to improve the ecological conditions. I mean, their 
alienation was such that they didn't think maybe 
cows and sheep shouldn't belong in this landscape, 
which is native to the llama and the alpaca and the 
vicuña. That failed, of course, because you can't 
change the pasture of a whole region; that's too 
much of an undertaking. 
 
Finally they gave up. At one point they looked for 
some technical advice, and they came to us. We 
went there and we were astounded at what we saw, 
which was basically a magnificent system of pre-
Inca terraces that covered all the valleys in the 
province and was completely abandoned. We did a 
little bit of research and found out that they had 
been abandoned between two hundred and two 
hundred and fifty years ago for reasons that we still 
don't understand, but they were definitely not 
ecological or climatic. We think they were 
abandoned because they required a level of 
organization and a level of population that couldn't 
be met at the time. 
 
So what we said was, this is your wealth: here is 
where you can start. And now the communities are 
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getting together, they're organizing. There's this 
sense of "boiling," this sense of direction. And now 
these eighty communities are beginning to organize 
not only themselves but also the other one hundred 
communities of the province to undertake the 
reconstruction of these terraces, experiment with 
crops in them, and to plan full-fledged production in 
this traditional system. 
 
David Cayley 
David Tuchschneider calls what is going on in 
Bolivia's Provincia Camacho a "boiling," and he 
thinks this is what can happen anywhere that the 
alien categories of development are set aside and the 
knowledge proper to that people and that place 
allowed to re-emerge. 
 
David Tuchschneider 
I'm kind of tired, to be honest, with the whole 
development thing and I'm tired because I think it's 
not my problem. The term was invented by Harry 
Truman. Its operational definition after World War 
II was basically to create the conditions for 
democracy, democracy being understood as the 
freedom to do business. Then there were a lot of 
problems with development and all these adjectives 
started to be added. Now we have "sustainable 
development." Well, sustainable development is 
another attempt to fix the problems that 
development has caused, and I don't think such a 
thing as sustainable development is possible—I 
think it's an oxymoron. 
 
I think that the notion of development is alien 
culturally to most of the peoples of the world 
because it's a notion that relies on linear time, 
whereas most of the cultures of the world, at base, 
don't have a linear conception of time. There is 
definitely a sense in which cultures change, societies 
change, but not necessarily in the direction of 
producing more and more and more goods and the 
consumption of more and more and more goods 
and the attainment of a better life in the future, 
materially. I don't think that is an objective that is 
viable for the world and I think something has to 
change at that level. 
 

As far as the views represented in the congress, I 
think there is basic agreement on that, which I am 
surprised about. I think it's a fantastic sign that 
people are finally beginning to say, hey, maybe this 
doesn't really work. What we have to see now is 
effective changes. Those effective changes have to 
occur, unfortunately, at the level of the distribution 
of power in the world; and the distribution of power 
in the world is not going to be modified by a 
conference and is not going to be modified by a 
number of papers presented by a bunch of marginal 
intellectuals. But I think that the grassroots can effect 
changes in the world, in Canada as well as in Bolivia 
or Philippines or whatever, by creating spaces of 
self-determination, of autonomy, by not depending 
for your food on a multinational company that 
brings it from Thailand. Self-reliance I think is the key 
word. That old anarchist saying, "Think globally and 
act locally," is a good guide for action in the future. 
 
David Cayley 
When you speak about the fact that most cultures of 
the world don't accept linear time, most cultures of 
the world have been in prolonged contact now with 
Western ways of thinking and acting—they've been 
penetrated irreversibly, it seems, by market 
relations. Is it still true what you say? 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Let's take first the question of market relations. 
Market relations per se are not wrong. What's wrong 
is when a whole society becomes subordinated to 
market relations. So I don't have a problem with the 
market as long as it's within its context and its limits. 
I think it's a necessary thing for existence; it's 
necessary for allocating goods on a certain level. On 
the fact of Western penetration of Third World 
societies, that's undeniable, but I don't think that's 
the problem. I don't think Western society is bad per 
se. Some people have suggested that, and I think 
that's wrong. 
 
I think that Western society is out of control. I think 
that the economic system that this society has 
created is a machine that is eating up our 
environment and destroying our world and I think it 
has to be stopped. But in the Third World, for 
example, the earliest countries that were colonized 
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by Europe were the Latin American countries: first 
you had the conquest of the Caribbean, then of 
Mexico, then of the Andes. In 1590, when the first 
university was being created in what is today 
Bolivia, there weren't even Europeans in what is 
today Canada. The issue of Western influence has to 
be understood in terms of how that influence was 
assimilated in the country that received it, and this 
was different throughout the world. I'm sure there 
are places that we can only think of as Western. 
Argentina is certainly a Western country, even 
though it's a poor one. 
 
But, in the case that I know well, which is the 
Andean case—Bolivia and Peru particularly—we 
see that the Western influences didn't just mix with 
the native culture. You didn't get a hybrid, a 
syncresis, as they call it in anthropology. What you 
got is a very specific form in which the native matrix 
allowed the native culture to assimilate the culture 
of the invader into itself. What today we call a 
mestizo culture in these two countries is really an 
Andean culture that has assimilated the matrix of 
the invaders. For example, Andeans pray to their 
own deities—they pray to their mountains; they 
pray to the sun; to the moon; and they also pray to 
the Virgin Mary and to Christ. The capacity to 
incorporate everything without making it 
contradictory inside comes from being a 
polytheistic, animistic culture. It allows these 
countries to receive all these cultural influences and 
process them into their own heart without losing 
their sense of being different. 
 
The other thing, I think, is that the West, by virtue of 
reason, is coming around. The West itself is poised 
for a change and maybe soon—I hope sooner than 
later. This consciousness that you see growing 
everywhere in the West that things are wrong and 
something has to be done about them will make 
Western culture an ally of these processes rather 
than an enemy of them. I feel very heartened by this 
because I think that there's always been an 
ecological tradition in the West. There's been this 
feminine-earth, ecological tradition, but it has been 
submerged: it has been repressed by the 
Enlightenment; it has been repressed by industrial 
society. 
 

It's now resurfacing and I think that, if there's going 
to be a dialogue between the West or the North and 
the South (I mean these words are so absurd, to be 
honest), if there is going to be a dialogue, it's going 
to be between those aspects of the cultures, because 
there's a culture of the South which is more Western 
than the West. There's a saying in Spanish, Mas 
papista que el papa—he's more popelike than the 
pope. That happens when your mind is colonized—
you have to be more white than the whites. And I 
think that an alliance is going to be created between 
the people in the West who are growing to this new 
consciousness and the people in the South, in the 
Third World, who are actually trying to effect these 
alternatives. Every new order, Marx said, is 
announced in the old one, and I think that in this 
order we can already see something being creando, 
we say in Spanish—something is growing here, 
something is going to happen. We can see already 
the possibility of the new order. And that's what 
allows us to be here and to have these discussions 
and to talk like this. 
 
David Cayley 
David, thank you. 
 
David Tuchschneider 
Well, thank you. 
 
David Cayley 
David Tuchschneider, a geographer and the director 
of HISBOL, Historia Social Boliviana, an organization 
interested in understanding and recovering Bolivia's 
native cultures. He was interviewed in May of 1992 
in Orford, Quebec, at a conference called "Living 
with the Earth," organized by the Interculture 
Institute of Montreal. 
 
Tierno Kane 
My name is Tierno Kane. I'm from Senegal and I'm 
the secretary-general of a federation of grassroots 
organizations, of village associations, in the north of 
the country. 
 
David Cayley 
And what is the nature of the land? 
 
Tierno Kane 
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It is dry first. We are at the Sahel, sahel meaning in 
Arabic "the gate of the desert." More and more, the 
main problem we are facing is a problem of this 
desertification, which is coming. For the villagers in 
this region, having water, you could have anything 
else. 
 
David Cayley 
Is it a flat land? 
 
Tierno Kane 
Very flat land, nothing to do with what I have seen 
here in terms of mountains—completely flat, and 
semi-desertic, but very beautiful. 
 
David Cayley 
Not forest? 
 
Tierno Kane 
No more forest, no more forest. Thirty years ago we 
had forest. Thirty years ago we had lions and we 
had elephants and we had crocodiles and 
hippopotamus in the river. But now we have less 
and less crocodiles in the river because of the 
drought and the desertification. Animal life is 
completely destroyed and it is a very real and very 
serious problem. 
 
David Cayley 
Northern Senegal, like the entire swath of the Sahel 
across northern Africa, is a region in rapid ecological 
change. This has made the question of development 
particularly acute for the villages of the region 
which Tierno Kane represents. He himself comes 
from the village of Thilogne, seven hundred 
kilometres north from the capital, Dakar, near 
Senegal's border with Mauritania, and there, as he 
said, he has been an activist in his village 
association. Village associations are a new form of 
political organization in this region and committed 
intellectuals like Kane have played a decisive role in 
their emergence. They comprise not just the 
residents of a village but also those who, for 
whatever reasons, have had to leave it. For example, 
many people were forced out by the prolonged 
drought of the early seventies, when two hundred 
thousand people and more than three quarters of the 

cattle died in one year alone. Tierno Kane says that 
they represent a rebirth of solidarity. 
 
Tierno Kane 
For us it's important to recreate the village where we 
are and this recreation gives us culturally the 
strength to face all the questions we are facing in the 
city. Dakar is a monster; Paris is a monster; New 
York is a monster; but, being together, sharing the 
same language, sharing the same rememberings of 
the village gives us enough strength in this new 
situation to work to really realize what we want to 
realize. But at the same time, you know, the whole 
structure of the village is sometimes duplicated in 
these urban areas. That's why this morning, in my 
presentation, I warned people not to think that the 
grassroots organizations are only good. There is a 
problem of democracy in the village associations. 
There is also a question of power, a question of 
elites, a question of who is ruling who, and so on. So 
these are the two faces. 
 
But it is important for me because the whole idea of 
solidarity is coming back. It's not that, in Dakar, far 
away, seven hundred kilometres from the village, 
we could not communicate with others who are not 
from the same village—we can—but it is absolutely 
important to gather each month, for example, to 
know exactly what is the news from the village; 
what are the problems; what are the disasters; what 
is the good news; who is behaving well or not; what 
is the behaviour of the state or the agents of the 
administration; how to lobby in Dakar, for example, 
for the interests of the village; what is needed in 
terms of funds, and so on. For me, this is very 
important. So this is not the classical image of 
urbanization, with people leaving the rural areas for 
the town and becoming completely lost. They are 
coming to the town, but at the same time they are 
trying to recreate something which is very strong 
and which can help them to face the problems they 
are facing in the town. 
 
David Cayley 
Village associations represent a reborn sense of 
solidarity and political self-assertion at the village 
level. But Tierno Kane believes that they must also 
be able to take in wider, national and even 
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international perspectives. He calls this paying 
attention to the "macro" as well as to the "micro." 
 
Tierno Kane 
What is really needed is for the grassroots 
organizations to try to build their own way of 
development but not to think that they can do it 
without the macro level. I think something which is 
very dangerous is to think small, or micro, and to 
forget there is a macro, because there are so many 
links between the village, the region, and the nation. 
It is maybe the weakness of our association, 
sometimes, to think locally, and to act locally. I think 
to act locally but to think globally is very important. 
 
David Cayley 
How can you think globally and still be where you 
are? 
 
 
Tierno Kane 
To think globally is to have more information about 
what is going on on the macro level, to urge our 
parliaments to tell us what is going on, to know 
what is behind this question of debt, to know about 
our region and different projects which are planned 
for this region, and to see and to compare it to what 
we are doing on the micro level. As a full part of the 
civil society, we have to know and we have to ask, 
and it is dangerous if we do not do that, because 
then we will always be dependent. What we are 
doing, for example, in the federation, is what we are 
calling "leadership training." We take peasants' 
delegates, a group of ten peasants, and bring them to 
another part of the country, to let them see what is 
going on there, or to let them go to Burkina Faso or 
Mali to see what goes on in another country, to let 
them open their minds and be able to make a 
comparison with their own situation. 
 
David Cayley 
One of the main ways in which the macro is 
currently impinging on the micro in northern 
Senegal is in the form of the Senegal River Project. 
This project, which also involves Mali and 
Mauritania, consists of two large dams, one in the 
river's delta, one a thousand kilometres upstream. 
Together, they allow the level and flow of the river 
to be controlled along its entire length. Tierno Kane 

is agnostic on the question of the project's possible 
benefits but definite in his condemnation of the way 
in which the dams were planned and constructed. 
 
Tierno Kane 
The question, for me, is not whether to have a dam 
or not, but how this decision is made. If it is done as 
it has been, without real popular participation, from 
the top down, the people will view it, since they 
were not involved at the beginning, as the dam of 
the state. It is not their own dam, so they will have 
no willingness to protect it or take responsibility for 
the problems that could occur later on. And this is 
the problem today for grassroots organizations. Too 
often, the state uses a top-down model and creates a 
top-down experience. They say it's for the benefit of 
the people, but to me, you can't do things for the 
benefit of the people without asking the people first 
what they think about it and whether they really 
share the idea of having this or that kind of project, 
and whether they are also ready to fight against all 
the negative aspects of a project, and so on. 
 
This process is absolutely important if we want to 
talk about real democratization in Africa. The 
problem of democratization is not a simple question 
of political parties, and whether to have ten or 
twenty or one hundred political parties. This is just 
one part of the question of democracy. The real 
question of democracy is about popular 
participation. Without it, I don't think we will have a 
real democracy: we will have an elite, a new elite 
who will recuperate the power of the old elites and 
rule things how they want to rule them. 
 
David Cayley 
Democracy is Tierno Kane's issue and dialogue the 
only definite program to which he is willing to 
commit himself in advance. At the time we met, he 
was reading Francis Fukuyama's book The End of 
History and wondering how these ideas would play 
in the village. 
 
Tierno Kane 
People think that those who are at the micro level 
should go to the fields, cultivate their rice, cultivate 
their peanuts, and have nothing to do with the main 
questions. I think that a big question like the end of 
history is for you and me, and all the world, 
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including the peasants. So it's a question which also 
needs to be discussed by them. Then, through their 
own parameters, they will judge this question of the 
end of history. It's a matter of democracy, of how to 
put the question and let it be discussed. If people say 
that the development we have seen for thirty years 
is really terrible and not good for us, but at the same 
time none of them ever say that they don't want 
television, then the whole question is how to debate 
that. 
 
For me the problem is not whether I am for or 
against something—though I have my own position. 
The real problem is how to share the question with 
people and to see exactly how they judge the 
development they have faced and how they see their 
future and then, through that, develop a 
conceptualization. But what we are doing now is 
more something which is completely reversed. We 
are just changing at the intellectual level, but it is 
important that the pros and cons of development be 
discussed at the grassroots level through popular 
ways of discussion. The people need to understand 
the meaning of debt, the meaning of World Bank, 
the meaning of the IMF, the meaning of a state, the 
meaning of a parliament. They know, for example, 
about the Gulf War. They know what's it about 
because they have their radios and have been 
listening about that; they have their own position on 
that. The problem is we do not have time to listen to 
them. We think that there are two levels: a manual 
level of those who are practicing for food and so on 
and an intellectual level, which is those who are 
practicing with ideas. 
 
David Cayley 
One strategy sometimes proposed by those 
practicing with ideas for the countries of the South is 
"delinking." The idea is that Africa, for example, 
should get off the treadmill created by 
disadvantageous terms of world trade and generate 
its own internal economies. Tierno Kane knows the 
argument but, when I proposed this possibility to 
him, he said, again, that the question could not be 
settled abstractly in advance. It must first be 
discussed with those whose livelihoods are at stake. 
 
Tierno Kane 

If you put the whole question of economy through a 
real democratic process you are already delinking, 
because you are using a new methodology and new 
methods of understanding, which could bring you 
into a new situation. The result depends on the way 
you put the questions to the people. I cannot 
prejudge the question just because I feel we should 
delink. For me today, the question is how to come 
back to the people, to raise the right questions to the 
people or the whole question to the people, and 
through a real methodology of animation to see 
what they think about that. If it is clear in their mind 
then the decision taken there, for me, will be more 
interesting than just deciding myself whether it is 
time for Africa to delink. 
 
David Cayley 
Tierno Kane also extends this fundamentally open 
attitude to questions of culture and tradition. Many 
people at the conference where these programs were 
recorded talked of the recovery of traditional 
knowledges or older cultural horizons. Earlier in this 
hour, David Tuchschneider spoke of how 
ecologically apt traditional agricultural practices 
were proving themselves in the Bolivian Andes. 
Tierno Kane, interestingly, dismissed the whole 
question of tradition as a red herring. 
 
Tierno Kane 
What does it mean? Traditional way means what? 
That's a problem. I don't know what traditional way 
means today. Today we are all living in a traditional 
and non-traditional way. What is a pure traditional 
way? I do not understand that. I think it's also a 
mystification which is here. I mean, if you go to a 
village, the guy will have his traditional way of 
behaving vis-à-vis you, but will also have a sense of 
modernity in terms of using all the tools of 
modernity—using the telephone, using television, if 
possible using the post office, sending a telegram to 
another village or using the road. These are not 
traditional. So I can't see how people could talk in 
terms of something traditional and pure and 
something modern and pure. We live in a mix. I am 
against all this thinking that we could return to the 
traditional. It means nothing. 
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We are in a double situation. I'm speaking English, 
and I'm speaking French; but I am not francophone, 
I am not anglophone: I am Fulani. But through 
speaking English and French, I have taken 
something more into my culture. The problem 
depends on the capacity of people to swallow this 
so-called modernity. It depends on your belly, and 
your belly is your culture. If you try to swallow 
everything, which is what our African states have 
done for thirty years—thinking that development 
was the United States and France, they tried to 
swallow everything—you will get indigestion. So 
the whole trick is to be both rooted and open. 
 
David Cayley 
Let me ask you one final question. A funny image of 
Africa has been created through the development 
discussion. People speak of the failure of 
development in Africa. And sometimes, it seems as 
if, outside of wars and famines, nobody is actually 
living there. 
 
Tierno Kane 
People say that it's "a lost continent." What does that 
mean? Lost continent for whom?  

"The failure of our development"—which 
development for whom? These are the main 
questions. If one per cent of the people are dying, 
then ninety-nine per cent are trying to work and to 
survive—and they keep on surviving! So, instead of 
reconsidering the whole thing, they say that 
development has failed. But development for 
whom? It was not development for people; it was 
development for the state. But the state is not the 
people. That's a problem. The states say that they are 
representative of the people. They are not 
representative of the people. The failure of 
development is the failure of the state, not the failure 
of the people. It might be a little bit arrogant to 
speak like that but, for me, it's important to raise the 
question of which we are talking about. For me it's 
very important. 
 
David Cayley 
Tierno, thank you. 
 
Tierno Kane 
Thank you, too. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
On Ideas tonight you've been listening to Part Two of 
"The Earth Is Not an Ecosystem," written and 
presented by David Cayley. Technical production 
was by Lorne Tulk; production assistants: Gail 
Brownell and Faye Macpherson. We would like to 
thank Kalpana Das and her colleagues at 
Interculture. A collection of David Cayley's earlier 
programs on ecology is also available in book form 
from James Lorimer & Company. The book is called 
The Age of Ecology and it's in book stores across 
Canada. The executive producer of Ideas is Bernie 
Lucht. 
 
Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 
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Lister Sinclair 
Good evening; I'm Lister Sinclair and this is Ideas. 
On August the 12th, 1982, the finance minister of 
Mexico phoned the head of the International 
Monetary Fund and told him that Mexico was broke 
and unable to pay back the enormous debt it had 
run up in the seventies. So began what Mexicans call 
"the crisis." For the middle class, and even the 
organized working class, it was a catastrophe. But 
for the peasantry, the poor and the economically 
marginal, it turned out to be a blessing. 
 
That's the view of Mexican scholar-activist Gustavo 
Esteva, featured tonight on Ideas in Part Three of our 
series "The Earth Is Not an Ecosystem." The series is 
based on a conference called "Living with the Earth," 
organized by the Interculture Institute of Montreal. 
It was held in Orford, Quebec, in the spring of 1992, 
and it brought together engaged thinkers from 
around the world to consider the conditions for right 
livelihood in the age of ecology. David Cayley was 
at the conference and there he recorded tonight's 
program. 
 
David Cayley 
When I first met Gustavo Esteva, in 1988, he startled 
me by describing himself as a deprofessionalized 
intellectual and nomadic storyteller. He participated, 
he told me, in an association of some four hundred 
grassroots groups of peasants and urban marginals. 
But this association, he added, was neither an 
institution nor a network, nor even a web—all 
designations which he and his collaborators had 
formerly used, then discarded. Rather, it was a 
hammock, which temporarily assumed the shape of 
those using it. 
 
The story of how this hammock came to be began in 
the early seventies, when Esteva headed the 
powerful state food-marketing agency CONASUPO 
in the government of Luis Echeverria. Echeverria's 
regime was the coming to power of the high hopes 
of the Mexican sixties and also their disappointment. 
It made Esteva aware, he wrote later, that "the 
higher we were in the hierarchy, the more distanced 
we were from the peasants." So he and a number of 
likeminded professional colleagues set out to create 

a more autonomous space for their activities on 
behalf of the people. 
 
However, they soon saw that, as long as they kept 
the professional upper hand, they were only 
practicing "a more hidden form of paternalism." At 
the same time, the groups they were working with 
had begun to recognize more and more clearly that, 
for the majority of Mexicans, development had not 
only involved a demoralizing attack on dignity, 
solidarity, and self-reliance but it had also been a 
mirage. These twin disillusionments converged in 
the construction of the hammock. 
 
Two years ago on Ideas, I presented an interview 
with Gustavo Esteva—a result of that first 
meeting—in a series called "The Informal Economy." 
In that interview, he suggested that in Mexico, 
perhaps elsewhere, a form of society is emerging 
which he called "a new commons." This form is 
neither traditional nor modern, though it has 
elements of both within it, but constitutes a novel 
and specifically post-modern form of subsistence. It 
occurs in a space irreversibly altered by 
development but it has renounced development's 
tantalizing promises. When I got a chance to speak 
with Esteva again, in Orford, I wanted to find out 
more. We began with his disaffection with the 
development work he and his collaborators had 
tried to do in the seventies. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
It was a complete disillusionment with all the forms 
of development, all the practices of development. It 
began with economic development, economic 
growth, then social development, then endogenous 
development—and after all these forms of 
developments, we started with beautiful slogans like 
"popular participation," "self-help," "holism." But 
what we were seeing around us was the failure of all 
these things. The institutions knew and we knew in 
the field working with the people. We saw the 
problem, and then there was a kind of puzzlement. 
You were doing the best you could do and you were 
putting your life into the thing and you were seeing 
results that were not only not enough, but 
counterproductive, that we were producing the 
opposite of what we wanted to produce. 
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At the same time, we also saw that the people were 
resisting development. At first we thought, as the 
textbooks said, that it was resistance to modernity, 
traditionalism, conservatism—this kind of thing—
and we were always puzzled by this resistance to 
development. But by the end of the seventies, we 
were getting documented studies showing us that 
the people were right and that development really 
was counterproductive, that it was destroying 
everything. So then we had the elements in hand for 
a change of mind—the concrete emotional 
experience of frustration and impotence, of 
disillusionment, and the facts, the studies, the 
analytical elements. 
 
David Cayley 
You also spoke yesterday about becoming aware of 
the changes that were taking place in Mexico City, in 
the middle of the so-called crisis. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
The thing that really helped us to be aware of what 
was happening was the so-called crisis. After 
Mexico announced its default in 1982, and a few 
weeks later nationalized the banks, a crisis began 
which soon generalized to every aspect of Mexican 
life. The thing that created the new awareness was 
the experience of seeing that poor people—the 
poorest people of the city, the poorest people in 
Mexico—were clearly improving in the middle of 
the crisis. That was very paradoxical. The standard 
claim which the government and the left both 
accepted, though the left denounced it, was that the 
poor would suffer a lot through the crisis. What we 
were seeing was exactly the opposite. 
 
Of course they were losing things; they were 
confronting trouble; but many of them were 
improving and having better opportunities than in 
the previous twenty years. That was very 
paradoxical and provoked reflection among the 
people and among ourselves. 
 
David Cayley 
What would be some examples of what you're 
calling improvement? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 

There are many, many forms of improvement of 
course, but one standard fact is that the poor can 
improve their incomes with inflation because they 
don't depend on salaries and, usually, they use the 
inflation to improve their income more than the 
inflation. The other thing is that, in a place like 
Mexico City, many people among the so-called poor 
live by doing things that are not in demand in times 
of boom, but are really asked for in times of crisis. 
For example, the repair of shoes. In Mexico City, it's 
usually a nomadic activity. You have these 
repairmen who go around from house to house, 
knock on the door and ask if there are any shoes to 
repair. That was the tradition. I knew this in my 
childhood. Usually there were some shoes to repair 
and he would sit there and start working. He'd talk 
with the women or the servants or whoever; he'd 
take a beer. He was usually there some time. And he 
had a good income and a beautiful activity: he got 
around, he wasn't in a closed place. 
 
But this kind of activity was dying because of 
development, especially during the boom. The 
middle classes, whenever they had a small problem 
with their shoes, just threw their shoes in the 
garbage and bought new ones. But the crisis forced 
people to be more careful with their shoes. They 
started to reactivate this activity. So the many people 
who performed this activity improved their 
situation. Instead of having problems, they were 
regenerating their lives again. And of course 
informal activities proliferated throughout the city—
production co-operatives and this kind of thing 
really flourished, because developers were 
weakened by the crisis. 
 
David Cayley 
Why would informal activities have grown stronger 
during the crisis? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
We now have empirical studies that show that there 
is an inverse relation between economic growth—
that means the growth of the formal sector—and the 
growth of the informal sector of the economy. Every 
time you have an increase in the formal sector you 
are destroying something in the informal, and vice-
versa: when there is a collapse in the formal, you 



IDEAS THE EARTH IS NOT AN ECOSYSTEM 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 25 

have some kind of flourishing in the informal. It is a 
kind of complementarity. 
 
Take one of the basic markets in Mexico City, the 
market for used things. When you have booms, the 
middle classes and the rich people are flourishing, 
because when you have a positive rate of economic 
growth they are buying new things. When you are 
in times of difficulty, two things happen: first, you 
sell things because you need to pick up a penny 
wherever you can get it; so many people in the 
middle classes or in all classes are selling things, and 
people are buying used things, and they are finding 
that they can have very good things that are used. 
The second thing is a very peculiar kind of recycling, 
something done with a lot of ingenuity and talent in 
Mexico. I don't know if I mentioned to you the case 
of the electric irons. 
 
Industrially made irons are conceived with great 
technical ingenuity: they're programmed for 
obsolescence. After two years, it's impossible to 
repair that iron; you need to throw it in the garbage. 
The people of several places in Mexico pick up these 
irons from the garbage. On the outside they are 
almost new, because they've hardly been used in 
two years. These people put in a completely new 
thermostat of their own invention. Most of these 
thermostats are made with used wires. They polish 
the whole thing, they paint the whole iron and then 
they sell it. These rebuilt irons are half the price of a 
new one and last for ten years. It is now famous 
among the people that these kind of irons, produced 
in small workshops in Mexico, are a lot better than 
the industrial ones. This is another result of the 
crisis: because of the problems in the formal sector, 
you have flourishing in the informal with an 
improvement of the conditions for everyone. Of 
course, we are not talking about a world in which 
you suppress one sector—one depends on the other. 
 
David Cayley 
And you're saying they are in a definite 
relationship? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
Yes, yes. We now have enough evidence to present a 
negative rate of growth as a desirable goal for 

Mexican society. For how long, I don't know, but for 
the foreseeable future—say for the next ten years—
and then we'll see. The majority of the people, the 
so-called poor, will improve their lives if we have a 
negative rate of growth. We have come to that 
specific position. Of course, the middle classes are 
suffering. Many of them are even in a kind of 
collapse. They lost in ten years what they considered 
their gains in the previous thirty years. In some 
cases, the losses are really dramatic. Perhaps eight of 
every ten salaried workers of Mexico are now back 
at the level of real income of 1934. 
 
But let me present an example that I think shows 
very dramatically just how unjust the former 
situation was. In 1980, we prepared a study 
comparing professors and researchers at the national 
university in Mexico City with comparable people at 
American universities. We found that a mediocre 
professor in our university had a salary—in U.S. 
dollar terms—a lot better than the salary of an 
emeritus professor of Harvard or Yale. In addition to 
this, he had an office twice as big as his colleague at 
Harvard, and services of every kind—secretaries 
and every kind of service. 
 
This was obscene. It was terrible, in a country with 
all the limitations and restrictions of Mexico, to have 
our professors and our engineers and our lawyers—
all the professionals and all the middle classes—
having such an obscene level of income. These were 
the people who were claiming for something in '68, 
when they were students. The government opened 
new possibilities for them in the seventies. And they 
were alienating the whole society towards goals that 
are really impossible for the majority. The kind of 
world they were dreaming of was not a world for 
the whole society. It was a world for a minority. 
Some brilliant intellectual has said that they were 
the first Americans born in Mexico, and that is right. 
These people have their minds in the States. They 
get their colds cured in Houston; all of their children 
have been to Disneyland. They have this terrible 
mind, and an obsession with living in a way that has 
nothing to do with Mexico. 
 
David Cayley 



THE EARTH IS NOT AN ECOSYSTEM IDEAS 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 26 

In 1987, Gustavo Esteva published an essay called 
"Regenerating People's Space." It described what he 
thought had gone on during the eighties amongst 
those who had been excluded from or renounced 
development. At the time, he was particularly 
conscious of the regeneration of urban spaces in 
places like the Mexico City barrio of Tepito. Today, 
he thinks that this same flourishing is more and 
more evident in the countryside as well. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
During the last five years, I think we can observe a 
very interesting movement that is beginning to 
modify the direction of the flow of people between 
the city and the countryside. One of the elements 
that was very interesting in the previous period was 
the intensity of the relationship between the city and 
the countryside. All the villages of Mexico had a 
kind of association in Mexico City. I have proof in 
the case of Oaxaca. Every village had a specific 
association in Mexico City, where people originally 
from the village hosted people from the village 
when they came to the city to do something, or 
migrated permanently. People from the city were 
going to the village all the time, and there was a 
permanent interaction. But the main point of this 
interaction was to facilite the flow of migrants from 
the countryside to the city. This is how the 
population explosion of Mexico City happened 
during this period. 
 
Now, apparently—thanks to the crisis—there is a 
regeneration of life in the villages. I have always 
been convinced that most people left their villages, 
not because of the attraction of the city, but because 
life in the villages became impossible. They 
discovered that there was no future for them, so 
they started going to the city. Now, because there 
are new possibilities in the villages, the village 
spaces are regenerated and are flourishing. Now the 
villages are starting to host the people who went to 
the city. In the city, these people have every kind of 
trouble. They have the problems of violence, they 
have the problems of pollution, they have the 
problems of the so-called crisis. When you add to 
that the regeneration of the spaces in the 
countryside, it is possible to discern a new balance 
between the city and the countryside. People are 

giving up spaces in the city, but are not giving them 
up completely. They still maintain a base. 
 
Let me express this in very concrete terms. There are 
two surprises in the last census of Mexico, in 1990. 
Mexico City was predicted to have twenty million 
people, but the census of 1990 showed it has only 
sixteen million people. That's a lot less that was 
supposed. And there is another case. The poorest 
province in Mexico is Oaxaca. It has a population of 
three million, seventy per cent Indians. For forty 
years, it had no increase in population; this was not 
because of a reduction of births: it was because of 
migration, because of the destruction of Oaxaca. 
Thanks to development, Oaxaca was being really 
destroyed; you can now find terrible, moon-like 
landscapes because of destruction of the forests and 
destruction of the culture and destruction of the 
people. So for almost forty years Oaxaca had no 
increase in population. You found the people of 
Oaxaca in Los Angeles, in California, in Mexico City, 
wherever. 
 
Well, during the eighties, Oaxaca had a very 
important increase in population. That is the other 
surprise of the census. The small villages of the poor 
people flourished, and people started coming back. 
When you have a village flourishing in Mexico, you 
immediately see more adobe houses being built. 
People are repairing their houses; they are 
flourishing. When you see a village collapsing, you 
see the houses collapsing; you see abandoned 
houses; you see roofs falling apart. If you go to 
Oaxaca now, you will see in every village new 
houses and people repairing their houses. We are 
having a very interesting migration, not only of the 
poorest people but also of the intelligent people, 
who are going outside and living in a different way. 
It's the regeneration of spaces. In Mexico City, we 
can also observe, and even smell, how they are also 
regenerating their spaces. But I think that the more 
recent element is the regeneration of spaces in the 
countryside. 
 
David Cayley 
Does that reflect basically a change in people's 
attitude, more than in their circumstances? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
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I think it is a combination. It's the limits of what they 
confront, the restrictions that they observe. But the 
other element is, clearly, that they have learned from 
this. They have not succumbed to desperation, 
frustration, saying, oh, this is impossible, we 
failed—which is the usual reaction of the middle-
class man. You can imagine the attitude of lawyers 
or engineers driving a taxi—they are frustrated, they 
have failed. They are not thinking, oh, how good is 
my life because now I am driving a car instead of 
being in an office. They are really very frustrated 
and angry and they have a sensation of impotence. 
But when the poorer people confronted the 
limitations, restrictions, problems, troubles of the 
crisis, they learned from them: they discovered a 
path; they recovered hope; they recovered the 
possibility of dreaming again their own dreams. 
And because they have followed their path with 
success, this has stimulated the possibility of 
continuing on that path. 
 
David Cayley 
Gustavo Esteva, as I mentioned earlier, calls the 
space that he thinks is regenerating in Mexico today 
a "new commons." He believes that its first political 
manifestation was in the election of 1988, when the 
upstart Democratic Revolutionary Party of 
Cuauhtemoc Cardenas nearly ended the sixty-year 
rule of the Institutional Revolutionary Party—the 
PRI, as it's usually known. In fact, it was commonly 
believed that Cardenas had won and been denied 
the victory only by fraud. In Mexico City, the 
government won only thirty per cent of the vote. 
Esteva's interpretation of what happened is that the 
candidacy of Cardenas became a medium through 
which these new commons were able to manifest 
themselves. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
They confirmed in that election what they were. 
And of course they now have a government over 
them which is trying to seduce them, to corrupt 
them. They are trying to do whatever the people 
want. The opposition parties are very angry with 
this because they are saying that the government is 
buying the people, but I think the people are using 
the attitude of the government, the need of the 
government for their votes and their acceptance, and 

they are trying to get as much as possible in this 
period. And they are getting a lot of things in every 
possible way. We have the opposite of a stupid 
government: we have a very skilled, intelligent, 
visionary government, and they know how to react 
in difficult conditions. And we have a program now, 
the Programa Nacional de Solidaridad, whose basic 
principle is to give public investment to any group, 
any barrio in a city, any village, for purposes which 
the village itself decides. The government will give 
technical assistance and industrial materials but the 
work is the responsibility of the community. 
 
Well, this is something very interesting because, 
first, it is a very useful tool to control which kind of 
works you do in a community. If the community 
does not want any specific work, the community 
will not put the labour in it. So this is a way of 
controlling priorities. Second, it's a way of 
reinforcing the participation of the community: 
community spirit is reinforced with these kinds of 
things. Third, it's a control of corruption—not 
completely, because you can always have a kind of 
corruption in the process—but the community is at 
least involved in the whole process. 
 
It is a fact that this program increased the votes for 
the dominant party in 1991. It is the tradition in 
Mexico that the people negotiate the votes. You give 
this to me, and then I will give you this other thing. 
There is another element. In a more or less 
traditional society, if you accept a gift, you have a 
kind of obligation; if you repay the gift with another 
gift, you are liberated. So, if they have received 
something from the government and have repaid 
with their votes, they are liberated to start the whole 
thing again. 
 
What I'm trying to say is that, despite all efforts at 
co-optation, and political pressures of every kind—
good and bad, honest and dishonest—what I am 
seeing in both the city and the countryside are more 
and more opportunities for self-government by the 
people, and more participation by the people, in 
movements for political autonomy. I am not 
idealizing this; it's not paradise; there are lots of 
problems and temptations; but still, in my view, 
there is a trend toward strengthening local 
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government, and local possibilities of government 
by the people. 
 
I should also say that the Programa Nacional de 
Solidaridad has had many problems as well as some 
spectacular results. There are many cases in which it 
has created a lot of difficulties for the people. One 
problem, for example, belongs not to the design of 
the program but to the nature of things in Mexico. 
For the poor peasants in particular, their word is 
something of great value. It is your honour and 
dignity which is involved when you use your word. 
Well, the Programa Nacional de Solidaridad has 
established, in many areas inhabited by poor 
peasants, a program for very soft credit—almost 
without interest—based on trust in the word of the 
peasants. That's beautiful; that sounds very good. 
But, because of this, poor peasants who have 
problems with a crop—bad weather or whatever—
are forced to pay. And for them to pay is really a 
question of honour. 
 
In the past, because of the corruption of the official 
bank, they tried to escape from such obligations. But 
now, it's a question of honour because they trusted 
them, so they must respond by paying. So, very poor 
peasants will sell their lands or go into debt with 
their local boss, the cacique, to pay Solidaridad. The 
design was beautiful. Perhaps you or I might have 
approved such a program and said, oh, yes, trust the 
peasants; base it on their word of honour. But the 
consequences may be terrible. 
 
David Cayley 
The pitfalls of the government's Solidarity program 
are, in a sense, typical. Autonomous popular spaces, 
Esteva says, are continuously threatened. They enjoy 
neither a secure nor an independent existence. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
What we are seeing is that, yes, the people were able 
to create their new commons, where they are living 
with a lot of talent and skills; but they have a very 
concrete limitation because they do not have enough 
protection. They cannot protect themselves from 
what I call—I don't know who invented this—the 
four M's: the military; the missionaries; the 
merchants; and the Marxists. Lack of protection 
from the military is not a big problem in Mexico, but 

in many places there is pressure from the military 
who want to develop the discipline of the people. 
There are pressures from the merchants—now 
named transnational corporations—who want to 
develop the needs of the people, create and develop 
the needs of the people. The people lack proper 
needs, so the corporations try to create needs for 
their products and the services they sell. 
 
The people do not have enough protection from 
missionaries—that is, churches, political parties and 
many do-gooders who are trying to develop their 
dependency on goods and services by providing 
them with those goods and services promoted by 
the transnationals. And, finally, I am saying that, in 
the case of the Marxists, the M has changed to an N 
because, instead of Marxists, you have NGOs, non-
governmental organizations, coming to develop the 
soul of the people—their soul, their self-governance, 
and their capacity for self-help. As a result, they lose 
their sense of dignity, and their possibility of 
autonomy; instead, they are educated to follow a 
different direction. 
 
In many cases, they have enough ingenuity to create 
an alternative relation with the world and give 
themselves a kind of protection, a kind of barrier, 
that operates in practice. Let me give you an 
example. A group of villages, sixty kilometres from 
Mexico City, produces very good quality potatoes 
on land which is really appropriate for potatoes. 
They were trying to sell these potatoes in Mexico 
City with bad results—because of the middlemen 
and because of fluctuations in the market. They were 
confronted with a kind of instability for the basic 
product of their area. Then, someone in the village 
had the idea of building a small factory to produce 
potato chips. It was collective effort. The person who 
thought of it was not a private entrepreneur, but 
someone who discovered the possibility and 
presented it to the group. The group was interested 
and finally they collectively decided to build the 
small factory. 
 
But it was impossible for this small factory to sell in 
Mexico City or to compete with the transnationals 
that dominate the world market for potato chips. But 
they thought about it, and they went to all the school 
co-operatives and all the shops in the area, and they 
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said, if you buy these chips instead of the 
transnational ones, you'll get exactly the same 
commission and this will be to everyone's benefit. It 
is not of course the power of the Mafia, but it is a 
very effective power if the whole community comes 
to a shop and asks the shopkeeper to do this kind of 
thing. He really cannot resist this kind of social 
pressure. And there's no reason for him to resist, 
because he will receive exactly the same income—
and perhaps even more income, because the people 
will buy more chips than in other cases. So there is 
no reason for him to resist. 
 
This may be a good lesson on how to approach the 
question of free trade and protectionism. I am 
clearly for this kind of protectionism. It's not done 
through bureaucracies; it's not done through 
arrangements between corporations, nor between 
governments. It is an obstacle to free trade through 
personal arrangements among the people. It is the 
people deciding what to buy and what not to buy. 
 
David Cayley 
And this has worked? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
This has worked marvellously. Of course, there is 
quality. They're not bad potato chips, they're very 
good potato chips; They are, in my view, better 
potato chips than the commercial ones. This kind of 
thing can work—but it is an exception, not the rule. 
The people cannot always organize things this way 
in the face of the alliance between the corporations, 
the scientists, the middle classes and the media. This 
whole system creates a kind of knowledge 
imperialism which programs the minds of the 
people, and they do not have enough protection 
against all this. 
 
David Cayley 
I want to follow up this question of the fourth M, 
which became an N—the NGOs. You talked about 
them developing the soul of the people. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
Yes. Developing the soul means changing our basic 
values, our basic attitudes, our basic moral 
imperatives, and our practical attitudes, our ways of 

being, our very basic notion of what a good life is. 
What the NGOs do better than the media, better 
than the government, better than the transnational 
corporations, is to go deeper and deeper, to deeper 
layers of our souls, of our being, to teach us, to 
educate us in another attitude. 
 
David Cayley 
What would be an example? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
Let me start with a political example: democracy. In 
every village, in every barrio, we have a system for 
decision. It's a traditional system for an important 
decision. It is not really a tradition from five 
hundred years ago, a pre-Hispanic tradition—it's a 
tradition enriched by the Revolution and the 
influence of many other trends. It's a regenerated 
tradition. When we have an important decision to 
make, the people start talking about this decision. 
Everyone has an opinion: a person who is very shy, 
who doesn't dare speak in assemblies, can speak 
with his friend in the bar. Old people and young 
people and women are all talking about that 
decision. And then the decision circulates in the 
village or in the barrio; it roams around and, in time, 
it starts to take shape as a definite decision in front 
of the predicament. Then it is polished with full 
participation of the people. After some time, you 
have the meeting or the assembly, to take the 
decision. But the decision in fact is already taken. 
The assembly is just a ritual; it is just to formalize the 
decision. You have something like a vote and you 
vote for the decision that you have already taken. 
This is, for us, self-governance, and this is self-
governance that includes the real participation of 
everyone—the weak and the strong. Every person in 
the community is involved within the process of 
decision. We like this form of government. 
 
But we are now educated to something that's called 
a democracy. If we ask the political parties now 
coming to our places to educate us, they will teach 
us that we need to be affiliated to this or that party. 
If we then ask, what is your proposal, they speak in 
phrases that say nothing to us. But that is 
democracy. That is apparently good for us. So, after 
some time, we have a division in the community. 
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There are some people affiliated with one party; 
some people are affiliated with the other. 
 
Another example would be the way in which NGOs 
turn informal businesses into micro-enterprises. 
And then they teach us good management. So, 
instead of informal administration of our workshops 
and, let's say, your nephew working with you to 
learn how to make shoes, there have to be contracts 
and a management system. This transforms that 
small workshop into a micro-business and imposes 
on us different values. 
 
Developing our souls also includes many, many 
practical things: they are trying to teach us how to 
eat and how we need to have a check-up 
periodically. They start by giving us that check-up—
the doctor comes, and of course doctors always 
discover something wrong with you even if you 
were feeling very well. Once they discover that you 
have anything wrong they start giving you pills or 
treatment or whatever. Then they leave, but by then 
you already have the dependency and the idea that 
you cannot trust your own body any longer, or trust 
your family or trust your community. You need to 
trust a hospital that is not there, or a doctor that is 
not there, and then you have really lost your soul. 
 
David Cayley 
A process of consensus formation without 
democracy might sometimes result in very rough 
justice. No? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
I don't know how rough our justice is. We want to 
establish the rights of communities, the right of 
every community to govern itself, following its own 
definition of what a good life is, following its own 
rules, its own system, its own traditions, but with a 
kind of limitation to the communal power. 
Sometimes we tell ourselves that perhaps we want 
to have our cake and eat it too, to have both things. 
And really, we do want both things. We want a kind 
of protection for the person and a kind of protection 
for the community. We want justice to be applied to 
real human beings, to real men and women, not to 
abstract homogenous atoms. 
 

I think that the standard law, the human-rights law, 
the law of a nation conceived in abstract terms, 
instead of producing justice, produces basically 
injustice. The judge, if he's a good judge, must not 
take into consideration the personal aspect of the 
thing, but only its  homogeneous aspect. He or she 
must not make an exception because of the person. 
We want a justice that takes into consideration the 
exception, the condition of the person who has done 
this or that thing, and that accepts the regeneration 
of the criminal, of the delinquent, in the hands of the 
community. This is a living process. Everyone of us 
has imperfections; everyone of us commits mistakes, 
which the community in a personal way can correct. 
 
But at the same time, because we also know about 
all the abuses that can be committed inside a 
community, abuses provoked by irritation, tensions, 
emotional decisions of excited crowds, we think that 
we also need to put a limit on communal power. To 
say it in a caricature, we cannot accept that 
communal power has the right of homicide. We 
can't accept a community deciding to kill a man 
because he has done this or that. We don't want that 
possibility. We need to limit the communal power 
and the abstract power. 
 
David Cayley 
Okay, so you're speaking of a new balance between 
state and community? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
Yes. 
 
David Cayley 
What is concretely happening in that regard? Are 
you making some progress? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
I think that in the eighties and the nineties we may 
easily suffer the fate of Chanticleer, the cock who 
attributed to himself the sunrise. Because what is 
happening corresponds to our hopes does not mean 
that our struggle produced such results. I think there 
has been a combination of events. What is called 
neo-liberal thinking and the neo-liberal orientation 
of the government and their commitment to the 
privatization of many things in Mexico coincides 
with many aspects of our reality, our hopes, and our 
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struggles. Then there is the combination of objective 
and subjective factors: what the government is 
doing, what we are doing, how the government is 
reacting to our claims, how international pressures 
are forcing the government to do certain things. And 
because of this combination of factors, I can see a 
very interesting advance taking place. First of all, the 
Mexican state—or, to be clear, the Mexican 
bureaucray—is really being dismantled. That's good 
news by any account. Some of that bureaucracy now 
has been sold to private companies that, in some 
cases, will be worse than the bureaucrats, but I think 
that the state and the market and the people will 
have the means to correct these things in the 
companies. In many other cases, bureaucratic 
apparatuses are simply disappearing and finally, in 
some other cases, their powers are now in the hands 
of the people. That is really good news. We have 
now more spaces to do many, many things. Not 
enough, and not at the rate that we want, but we 
have changes in that direction. 
 
David Cayley 
So the Salinas government, then, is showing you 
two faces? There are the free-trade proposals on the 
one hand, opening Mexico to even greater 
penetration by transnational companies; and on the 
other hand there's the aspect of the liberal ideology 
which opens space for you? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
Yes, but I must say also that even though many 
stupid things have been done in the name of neo-
liberalism, I cannot defend protectionism. In Mexico 
what was being protected was not the people but 
local, inefficient and corrupt capital. It was not a 
good way to prevent international capital from 
coming to Mexico—it was just complicating the 
situation but it was not a good protection for 
Mexicans and for the people. So opening the frontier 
is not that terribly dangerous, because the 
bureaucratic barrier was such a problem. I am not 
defending free trade in the abstract but in the very 
concrete terms in which we were living. 
 
The second aspect of the thing is that what we are 
looking for in Mexico is something that is being 
looked for in many parts of the world. It's a 

combination of autonomy and an attempt to correct 
the injustice of the market and the injustice of 
economic society. 
 
David Cayley 
The question of the proper relationship between 
state and society can be constructed in many ways. 
It's the question which, in effect, found sociology. 
The German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies 
contrasted Gemeinschaft, immemorial and 
unselfconscious community, with Gesellschaft, 
formal economic society. Durkheim opposed 
mechanical and organic forms of solidarity. Similar 
linked pairs have run through the history of 
twentieth-century sociology. Today, with 
communism over in the West and the welfare state 
in prolonged fiscal and moral crisis, the question is 
once again radically open. Esteva puts it in terms of 
what he calls "Shanin's dilemma," after his friend 
and colleague, the rural sociologist Teodor Shanin.  
 
Gustavo Esteva 
Shanin has posed the problem in these terms: if the 
people can express themselves democratically, they 
tend to vote for things that a good socialist may call 
"petit bourgeois preferences"—that is, some 
pornography, some sports, more TV than reading, 
whatever you can find in a popular newspaper. The 
solution for European socialists of the past was very 
simple: in things that require a decision once and for 
all, an elite must conduct the people to a proper 
understanding of the problem. And this was an 
appropriate solution and satisfactory for many 
things that required that kind of solution. But for all 
the remaining things, the problem is that the elite 
corrupt themselves and the only way to control 
corruption of the elite is to open the governance of 
the society to the people. But we are then back to 
square one because, if you dissolve the elites and 
you let the people decide, then the people may make 
decisions that are ethically, aesthetically and 
philosophically unacceptable. 
 
Then how to escape from this cycle? How can we 
escape from the corruption of the elitists on the one 
hand, and the unwise decisions of the masses on the 
other? Power to the masses in the form of populism 
has also failed. This is the dilemma, and this is not 
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our dilemma—this is a dilemma everywhere. I think 
that in Mexico both the government and the people 
are now exploring ways of escaping this dilemma. 
And this dilemma perhaps may be solved if we 
renounce the effort to govern the nation state and 
everything in it from the top. Perhaps what really 
subverted the democratic ideal was the idea of 
governing democratically big societies, mass 
societies. That is more or less impossible, and we 
know that. But, instead of discussing what to do in 
such cases, what to do if you cannot govern such 
societies democratically, we stopped thinking, 
because we had a competition between socialism 
and capitalism. We had the confrontration between 
state socialism and the kind of liberalism that we 
have had in the West, and we stopped thinking, 
really. Our minds were trapped and paralyzed by 
those paradigms. 
 
But the world is falling apart, so perhaps it is a good 
time to come up with new ideas. I think that we are 
trying to test some of these ideas in Mexico. I think 
that the Mexican government is stronger than ever 
after dismantling many of their bureaucratic 
apparatuses, and it is not because they have more 
military tanks or because they have strengthened 
their control of a particular barrio or village. It is 
precisely the opposite. Because they are not doing 
that, they are stronger. So perhaps they will 
renounce the ambition to govern every aspect of our 
society, and we are fighting, we are struggling in 
that direction. They are still in control of many 
things that we want for the people, and not for them 
or for private capital. We are convinced that the 
people must have in their hands their own 
government, their own spaces, their own way of 
doing things, and there are just a few things that 
must be in the hands of the government or of 
capital. 
 
David Cayley 
We talked a few years ago about the kind of 
requirements of the state that at least partially self-
governing communities would have. For example, 
in Mexico City, one primary one would be control of 
traffic. Is this kind of thing being entertained by 
your government now? 
 
Gustavo Esteva 

We have a very intense discussion going on now. 
Perhaps there is a lot of confusion because of the 
opposition parties that are, I think, perverting the 
discussion. The government in Mexico City is 
explicitly saying that they want political reform of 
Mexico City and they have explicitly accepted 
changes that represent autonomy and self-
governance for the different barrios, the different 
sections of the city. They have accepted an assembly 
of representatives, a kind of parliament in Mexico 
City, with good representation of the different parts 
and the different barrios, and the different political 
trends. They are ready—I am convinced—to accept a 
lot of decentralization, and structures of government 
that are constructed around the barrios and not 
centralized.  I think that the people have many ideas 
to contribute about how this can be done. Some very 
basic decisions will be taken and will be enacted in 
the next year that will include more autonomy for 
the people in the barrios, a kind of self-government. 
Perhaps it will even include things like the question 
of the police. Something that is now highly irregular 
in Mexico City is that there are areas of the city 
which the police cannot enter, or need the 
permission of the local Mafia to enter. That might be 
corrected by a kind of compromise, a compromise in 
which the people would take care of themselves. 
This arrangement could be a legal arrangement, a 
decent arrangement, including self-restrictions on 
the side of the police and self-restrictions on the side 
of the barrio, and this would be perhaps an effective 
measure against the gangs of every kind that now 
are rampant in Mexico City. 
 
David Cayley 
Well, this is a tremendous opportunity. 
 
Gustavo Esteva 
I am absolutely convinced. I know very well that we 
have a lot of dangers in front of us, that we are in a 
very risky situation, that we can have a kind of 
nightmare, an apocalyptic situation at any moment, 
but I am convinced. I must say that it is not out of 
optimism. I am trying to be absolutely realistic in my 
appreciation of what I am seeing. What I am 
smelling is an opportunity, a real opportunity for 
radical changes in which I think the most important 
obstacle that I see in front of me is in our minds, not 
in our reality. 
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David Cayley 
Gustavo, it's always a pleasure. 
 

Gustavo Esteva 
Thank you, David. Thank you very much. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
On Ideas tonight, you've been listening to an 
interview with Gustavo Esteva. He lives in the state 
of Oaxaca in Mexico and describes himself as a 
deprofessionalized intellectual and nomadic 
storyteller. The program was part three of our series 
"The Earth Is Not an Ecosystem." Tonight's program 
was written and presented by David Cayley. 
Technical production by Lorne Tulk; production 
assistance: Gail Brownell and Fay Macpherson. We 
would like to thank Kalpana Das and her colleagues 
at Interculture for making these programs possible. 
A collection of David Cayley's earlier programs on 
ecology is available in book form from James 
Lorimer & Company. The book is called The Age of 
Ecology and it's in book stores across Canada. The 
executive producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht. 
 
Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 



Lister Sinclair 
Good evening; I'm Lister Sinclair and this is Ideas. In 
the spring of 1992, representatives of grassroots 
organizations from all over the world gathered in 
Orford, Quebec. They met under the aegis of a 
Montreal group called Interculture to consider the 
question of sustainable development. Is it possible? 
And, more importantly, is it desirable? 
 
The answer to both questions was on the whole a 
resounding no. Development, most of the speakers 
argued, is the dictation of the dominant world 
system and, as such, it can never be the starting 
point for the dialogue between cultures that 
Interculture was founded to promote. David Cayley 
was at the conference and he has based this series on 
the interviews he recorded there. 
 
David Cayley 
In September of 1989, sixty thousand people from all 
over India converged on New Delhi to protest what 
they called the recolonization of the country, and to 
initiate, they said, a second struggle for 
independence. Forty years before, at the end of the 
first struggle for independence, India had stood in 
front of the dazzling prospect of development and 
modernization. Gandhi was dead and his dream of a 
rural, decentralized, uniquely Indian civilization 
shunted aside. Rapid industrial development and 
Green Revolution-style agricultural modernization 
would be the guiding aims of state policy. 
 
By the time the demonstrators in Delhi called for a 
second independence struggle, the fruits of this 
policy were already evident. A new urban middle-
class India had come into existence; but the old India 
of villages, peasant agriculture, forest-dwelling 
tribal peoples and all the rest still remained. And, 
increasingly, these two societies were crowding 
against each other in the same limited ecological 
space. 
 
This cultural and ecological friction is the subject of 
tonight's program. The speaker is Indian scholar-
activist Smithu Kothari, the co-founder of an 
organization called Lokayan. Lokayan was born in 
the seventies as a project of the Centre for the Study 
of Developing Societies. The Centre had been set up 
a decade before to create a critical sociology of 
modern India. Lokayan was a product of the period 
after 1975, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi 
declared a state of emergency, imprisoned political 
opponents, and assumed virtually dictatorial 
powers. This sparked widespread popular resistance 
and eventually led to a decisive repudiation of Mrs. 

Gandhi and her Congress Party in federal elections 
in 1977. 
 
It also led to the coalescence of various new social 
movements. It was in order to bring these new social 
currents into contact, says Smithu Kothari, that 
Lokayan was created.  
 
Smithu Kothari 
In 1977, '78, a number of us had been travelling and 
meeting with many of these people who had been at 
the forefront of the resistance to the Emergency. It 
was through this process, really, that people at the 
Centre became sensitized and felt the need to initiate 
this dialogue. And, in fact, Lokayan crudely 
translated means dialogue of the people. Initially, it 
was meant to revolve around the organizing of 
dialogues between representatives of movements 
and groups amongst themselves. There would be 
dialogues between representatives of these 
movements and concerned citizens in the cities; 
there would be dialogues on specific themes, like 
science and technology, like tribal rights, like 
women's rights, like displacement, and so on. And 
then, after about two and a half or three years, we 
decided to independently establish Lokayan. 
 
David Cayley 
In 1985, Lokayan's work was recognized with the 
Right Livelihood Award, sometimes called the 
alternative Nobel Prize. This work has also 
expanded to include not just dialogue between 
social movements but also dialogue between 
different systems of thought.  
 
Smithu Kothari 
There ought to be a dialogue between traditions. The 
best way that one can imbibe and learn is by having 
a dialogue as equals, where you can accept what 
you feel you can absorb and reject what you can't. 
We have always felt, particularly in our critique of 
modern science and technology, that these systems 
were imposed almost militaristically on our 
societies, that there was not a dialogue between 
traditions of science, there was not a dialogue 
between traditions of knowledge. 
 
The modern knowledge system, or the modern 
scientific endeavour, posited itself as being the 
absolute truth, and all other sciences and all other 
technologies and all other forms of organizing 
society and all other social cohesions were seen as 
"backward." They were all transitory, they were all 
superstitious, and so on and so forth; and therefore 
they had to somehow be manipulated; they had to 



be moulded; they had to be repressed. Progress 
could only be the clear hegemony of these modern 
systems. So one source of Lokayan's work was 
clearly this: that we really needed to re-establish the 
dialogue as the mode of relating our world with 
many other worlds and those worlds amongst 
themselves. 
 
David Cayley 
In the twelve years of Lokayan's existence, Smithu 
Kothari has seen scattered, regional resistance to 
development coalesce into a confident and assertive 
national movement. In recent years, he says, three 
events in particular have manifested this new 
reality.  
 
Smithu Kothari 
In September, 1989, about sixty thousand people 
from across the country voluntarily came together to 
oppose development. They were people from 
communities and movements across the country 
who had been adversely affected by development 
processes and by development projects, who came 
together in an event of solidarity. After a day-long 
series of events of collective celebration and sharing 
and so on, they dispersed. In December, many of the 
representatives of these sixty thousand people met 
again and formed a loose affiliation called Janavikas 
Andolan, which roughly translated means 
movement for people's development, movement for 
people's awakening. 
 
The Janavikas Andolan has subsequently had over a 
dozen meetings across the country and tried to 
involve more and more groups and more and more 
people in concentric circles, with the core made up 
of representatives of communities themselves, and 
then around them concentric circles of supporters, of 
other organizations or organizations working on 
single issues; of professionals who are helping, who 
are counter experts who are working with these 
communities; and so on and so forth. So that's been 
one major initiative that continues today. 
 
The second event was in December, 1990, when 
about four hundred people representing a hundred 
organizations came to Delhi to meet the president. 
What was significant about this event was a new 
confidence that we all witnessed. There was no more 
of that fear and subservience and dependence on 
officialdom, in which you hang your head when 
you're talking to officials or when you're talking to 
even a lowly police officer. There were no 
resolutions, there was no charter of demands to the 
president or for the press. Basically, they came to 

announce a new resolve before the president and 
before the nation. They said in one of their public 
meetings that they had come to stop the undeclared 
war against their lands, against their lifestyles, 
against their lives. And I think in that action they 
were really challenging the conventional meanings 
of freedom, of progress, of equity, of participation. They 
announced this collective action under the broad 
rubric of "our rule in our villages." 
 
Subsequently, of course, these movements have all 
gone back and they have deepened and intensified 
their actions in their own villages. They have fought 
extremely significant struggles in recovering access 
and control over forests, over lands, over waters, 
and on numerous occasions they have faced 
extremely brutal state repression. They have been 
labelled time and time again as being "anti-national." 
Some of us who have been involved, for instance, in 
resistance against a series of dams have been called 
anti-national. And it's interesting. It's an interesting 
development in post-Independence India where 
criticism of a development project is now construed 
as being an anti-national activity. But I think it's also 
important to understand that these are not new 
initiatives, that they are part of a longer history of 
resistance in India, a history that goes back at least a 
hundred and fifty years, when in tribal and non-
tribal areas across the country people spontaneously 
organized themselves against the British. 
 
In the mid-nineteenth century, the British legislated 
the Indian Forest Act and with one stroke of the pen 
they appropriated to the state all of India's forests. 
With one stroke of the pen, therefore, they made 
those who were living in the forests—those whose 
lives were integrally linked and culturally linked to 
the forest—criminals in their own land. Any 
intrusion in the forest, any use of forest resources 
was construed as an act of robbery under this 
legislation. And it's interesting that even in the post-
Independence period, the Indian government 
adopted the same legislation, almost without 
change, so that a number of pieces of legislation that 
govern India's people, particularly with regard to 
the use of natural resources, are those laws that were 
made by the British for reasons of the British state 
and for the British state's own needs. 
 
The third event was just a month ago, in April. 
About fifteen thousand people from all over the 
country came to Delhi to protest against the policies 
of the IMF and the World Bank. The movement 
came together under a common slogan, that this is 
the beginning of the second fight for independence. 



They argued that over the last forty years a whole 
series of policies had been put into place which were 
recolonizing India and that the new economic policy 
changes that had taken place and the new 
conditionalities that were accepted—conditionalities 
that were imposed by the IMF and the World 
Bank—amounted to selling away the country and 
turning its priorities away from the will of the 
majority. Therefore there was need to openly 
express collective protest against this shift that had 
taken place, not just over the last six, eight months 
but over the last five or six years—or even the last 
decade, when India has very slowly liberalized its 
economy. 
 
So these are just three of several similar events that, 
to me, represent a growing unrest in the country, a 
growing realization that we have had enough, a 
growing realization that rights will not be given to 
you on a platter; that they will have to be seized; 
that your spaces, your creative spaces will have to be 
constructed by you by reasserting control and access 
over productive natural resources.  
 
David Cayley 
Can you give me some idea of the range of 
movements, of points of view that are within this 
broad "culture of resistance"? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
I basically talk about these processes as being 
cultures—in the plural. They are cultures of 
resistance and encompass a fairly diverse range. At 
the extreme are movements that are seeking 
secession, seeking separation from the Indian state. 
I'm not here making any value judgements because 
many of us believe that we should not be breaking 
up into smaller and smaller nation states but in fact 
we should be going in another direction, which is to 
soften the boundaries that were created at 
independence and to re-establish the efficacy of a 
subcontinental civilization by bringing home to the 
peoples of the subcontinent that their autonomy and 
their identities and their diversities will be protected 
and respected. 
 
But, nonetheless, because you have an increasingly 
centralizing process, because you have a process that 
is increasingly hegemonizing in economic terms, 
terms that are being set not just in Delhi anymore 
but in Washington and other places outside of India, 
these cultures of resistance have to take various 
forms, and one form that they are taking is to secede 
from the country. 
 

The second form that they are taking is seeking 
greater political autonomy, seeking a redrawing of 
internal boundaries, arguing that the boundary-
making exercises at independence were done on a 
linguistic basis and therefore discriminated against 
various other identities and minorities that had 
historically clear rights and clear control over 
productive natural-resource systems. We then have 
movements that are more specifically opposed to 
developmental interventions—opposed to large 
dams, industries, the siting of industries, military 
bases. For instance, in the southeastern part of the 
country, for the last seven years there has been an 
extremely militant movement of fisherfolk and 
marginal and middle peasants against a missile base 
that is being proposed by the Indian government. 
These people have mobilized themselves into a 
remarkable movement in which even small children 
play a role in warning the communities when any 
official jeep or official car is approaching. They have 
put up gates and whenever any official is 
approaching that area, thousands of people go and 
guard these gates and restrict and prevent all 
officials from coming into this concentration of 
villages. So there are those movements that are more 
specifically responding to direct aggression or direct 
expropriation of resources. 
 
Then there are those movements that are, in a sense, 
fighting for the greater accountability of the 
government and of corporations. A very good 
example is Bhopal, where, for the last seven and a 
half, eight years, you have had communities who 
were directly affected by the Bhopal gas tragedy, 
and others across the country who have been living 
with mini-Bhopals all their lives, coming together 
and resisting the pollution. There are then 
movements that are more city-based, which one 
might call single-issue based. They're working on 
bonded labour; they're working on various 
ecological issues; they're working on women's 
issues, and so on. So it's a fairly diverse range of 
movements and groups in the country. 
 
David Cayley 
These movements, Smithu Kothari says, are 
displaying an increased political confidence. But this 
does not mean, he cautions, that they are as yet 
capable of spelling out a consistent political 
program. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
I think they haven't even fully worked things out 
within themselves. For example, when you say "our 
rule in our villages," where do you delink? What do 



you do about those resources that you are already 
dependent on—for instance, roads; for instance, 
transportation; for instance, electricity. Therefore, if 
you have to have selective linkage, who will set the 
terms of that selective linkage? So there are a whole 
range of rather complicated political-social-
economic interrelationships and linkages that will 
still have to be resolved in practice. But I think what 
is fundamental is the fact that people have reached 
the point where they have collectively and 
increasingly begun to say no to development; 
they've begun to say no to outsider intervention that 
is exploitative, that is intrusive, that is corrosive. 
 
David Cayley 
A current example of this passionate no to 
development is popular opposition to the damming 
of the Narmada River. The Narmada rises in central 
India, in the state of Madhya Pradesh, and passes 
through Maharastra and Gujarat on its way to the 
Arabian Sea, north of Bombay. Once, the residents of 
the Narmada Valley had a religious duty, once in 
their lifetime, to make a pilgrimage the entire length 
of the river. Today, it is the object of massive 
irrigation and hydroelectric development. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
The Narmada dam project, as a whole project, is 
attempting to build thirty large dams and three 
thousand medium and small dams on one single 
river in Central India. If all these projects are 
eventually built—and the proposal is to finish them 
by 2025—they will displace approximately two 
million people. One of the first dam projects in this 
chain of dams is the Sardar Sarovar project in 
Gujarat, which is approximately forty per cent 
complete. It will directly displace a hundred 
thousand people but, as we have discovered over 
the last few years, it will also displace about three 
hundred thousand people additionally when the 
canals are built, and when you count lands taken 
away for rehabilitation that were supporting other 
families, those families then being displaced as a 
consequence. Sanctuaries, or forest reserves, are also 
planned, which will dehouse a hundred and eight 
villages. 
 
David Cayley 
What do forest sanctuaries have to do with the 
dams? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
Because some extremely valuable forests are being 
submerged, the governments agreed to 
compensation after pressure from the movements. 

The reaction they had was to say, oh, yes, we will do 
compensatory afforestation and one of the things 
that we are doing—look at how concerned we are—
is to announce a new sanctuary. 
 
David Cayley 
And then more people lose out on that. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
That's right. A hundred and eight villages are 
actually dependent on that forest—a large number 
of tribal families, who do not have legal titles to that 
land but who have historically worked with that 
land, been the stewards of that land. So the 
movement, that is now approximately five years old 
and which represents about three quarters of the 
population that is to be submerged, has been 
increasingly under siege. A little over a month ago, 
about four hundred policemen forcibly entered the 
first village that is going to be submerged in the state 
of Maharastra, a village called Manibeli, and 
through this action they provided a cover for a large 
mob of people to begin the demolition of the houses 
of people who were opposing the project. In the last 
month, police have moved into over twenty villages 
and attempted to try and create a climate of 
intimidation and fear, in an effort to try and force 
these villagers to leave their villages. 
 
So we have reached a point, which we have also 
reached in several other parts of the country, of open 
confrontation with the government, and the 
government is unwilling at this stage to sit down in 
a dialogue. We have had for the last three years one 
very simple demand. We have produced before the 
government and before the nation a series of reports, 
counter-reports, that clearly demonstrate that there 
is no land to rehabilitate everyone, that there are 
very serious environmental impacts that have not 
even been studied, and that economically the dam is 
not viable. So, therefore, on social, environmental 
and economic grounds, the dam is a disaster. And 
all that we have asked for is that, because we have 
produced all these reports, most of which have not 
been countered in any effective manner by the 
government or by the World Bank, there should be a 
comprehensive review of the project. That's all we 
have demanded. 
 
And even that basic constitutional right has not been 
granted to us. So it has moved into a situation in 
which the government in its cynicism, or in its 
wisdom, thinks that the only way that it can "deal" 
with the movement, the resistance, is to crush it. 
 



David Cayley 
Now, when you said that the police created a cover 
for others to come in and destroy the houses, this 
would have been supporters of the dam? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
These are pro-dam people, yes. 
 
David Cayley 
So it's also a civil conflict? Who's in favour? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
The state that is to get benefits from the project has 
had five, six years of almost continuous drought in 
parts of the state. The politicians of the state have 
used this opportunity and, with very effective 
propaganda, gone around the state stating that this 
project is the life line of Gujarat, that this project will 
bring much-needed water for drinking water and 
for irrigation, in the state as a whole. And actually, 
eighty-eight per cent of the most drought-prone 
areas of the state won't get a single drop of water 
from the project. But, nonetheless, the propaganda 
has been so successful that an entire "vested interest" 
has built up in the state of Gujarat that supports the 
dam. People from these interests are mobilized by 
the Gujarat government to break up meetings of the 
movement, and come in and start demolishing 
houses. I mean, obviously, the government, if it did 
the demolitions itself, would face tremendous 
opposition, even by those who are at the moment 
supporting the project. But if some other individuals 
are doing it, they can always say that this is a civil 
affair. 
 
David Cayley 
By the summer of 1991, opposition to the Narmada 
dams had reached such a pitch that the World Bank 
did what the Indian government had refused to do: 
ordered an independent review. The World Bank 
had already disbursed four hundred and fifty 
million dollars in loans and credits for the project. 
Applications for four hundred and forty million 
more are still outstanding. At the same time, 
Japanese foreign-aid loans to the project were 
actually cancelled. 
 
The bank's review was headed by American 
Bradford Morse, a former head of the United 
Nations' Development Program. His deputy was 
Vancouver lawyer Thomas Berger, who conducted 
the MacKenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry in the 
seventies and later headed the Alaskan Native 
Review Commission. Their senior advisers were also 

Canadians: anthropologist-writer Hugh Brody and 
water expert Donald Gamble. 
 
The review reported in June of 1992. Its findings, 
despite diplomatic wording, amounted to outright 
condemnation, both on the question of resettlement 
and on the question of environmental impact. Four 
months later, the World Bank announced that it was 
continuing its support for the project regardless of 
the review and of calls from Canada, the U.S., Japan, 
Germany, Australia, and Norway for a suspension 
of support. Thomas Berger and Bradford Morse 
responded with a five-page letter accusing the Bank 
of deliberately misrepresenting the findings of their 
review. The Bank's motives—fear of default on 
shaky loans, pressure from the Indian government, 
et cetera—remain a matter of speculation. 
 
So, for now, the Narmada projects are proceeding— 
driven on, says Smithu Kothari, by a powerful 
inertia. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
In countries like India, you have built an irrigation 
bureaucracy, and it's a vast bureaucracy. Engineers 
today sit with contour maps of the country and try 
and locate spots where they can put up the next 
dam. I mean, it's as simple as getting a group of 
economists together and doing a cost-benefit 
analysis and producing a design and going ahead 
and building the project. They have to be perpetual 
builders. So, despite the fact that there is growing 
international awareness—and I think the World 
Bank and institutions like the World Bank don't 
want to get into controversial projects like large 
dams—they continue to support these projects. I 
mean, the bank is involved in almost a dozen 
projects in the country right at this moment. 
 
So, I don't think that, just because awareness has 
increased, we have yet reached the point where 
large dams as a technological intervention are in 
their last throes of life. At the same time, I think that 
it's going to be very difficult to build some of the 
other dams on the Narmada River because it has 
created tremendous awareness in India. On the 
Sardar Sarovar project we might eventually have to 
come to some compromise, though I personally 
believe that we still might actually stop the project, 
both because it might collapse under its own 
financial weight and also because the movement 
might reach a point where there would be so many 
sacrifices and so many people would be, God forbid, 
killed, that public opinion, nationally and 
internationally, would demand alternatives. 



 
I think the most fundamental problem with most of 
these projects is that you do not look at alternatives, 
you do not look for more sustainable solutions. In 
the command area downstream from the dam, for 
instance, there are at least fifty distinct ecosystems, 
which require fifty distinct solutions. I mean, we're 
not saying that the solutions to large dams are a 
hundred small dams: there might be fifty different 
or a hundred different programs of land-and-water 
management. The diversity of ecosystems should 
define the diversity of interventions, and those 
interventions must be in the control of local 
communities. You cannot have these huge, 
centralized projects with complex computer 
modelling that will monitor the flow of water to 
every single village. It is a contradiction in terms!  
 
David Cayley 
One reason why the World Bank continues to 
finance the Narmada projects, despite this 
contradiction, may have to do with its unwillingness 
to undermine India's compliance with what is called 
"structural adjustment." In 1991, the Indian 
government, at the end of its foreign-exchange 
reserves, gained access to a seven-billion-dollar line 
of credit from the International Monetary Fund and 
soft loans from the World Bank in exchange for a 
package of reforms—the so-called structural 
adjustment. These include deregulation and 
liberalization of the economy, devaluation of the 
rupee, and drastic reductions in state bureaucracy. A 
recent report estimates that of twenty-one million 
public-sector jobs, as many as eleven million might 
disappear. It was these reforms that caused the 
protesters in Delhi to speak of a recolonization of 
India. Globe and Mail writer John Stackhouse reports 
seeing graffiti in Delhi saying, "IMF Quit India"—an 
evocation of the anti-British Quit-India campaign of 
1942. Smithu Kothari views the reforms in the wider 
context of globalization. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
This might sound conspiratorial, but there is an 
emerging nexus between transnational corporations, 
international financial institutions and global and 
national economic elites. I have been looking much 
more carefully at the history of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the so-called 
Uruguay Round, and I feel extremely pained that we 
have not had across the world a groundswell, an 
upsurge, an outcry. Because what Arthur Dunkel—
the secretary general of GATT—is proposing is 
nothing short of a prescription for the recolonization 
of the planet. But the GATT thing is not just serious 

in the context of the so-called Third World: it's 
serious, I would argue, even for the First World, 
because here are a set of proposals that are going to 
hegemonize development and hegemonize 
technology in a way in which even people in the 
north will have very little control. 
 
David Cayley 
How is this going to work? What is the proposal that 
you're talking about? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
Well, the proposal is at several levels. One part of 
the proposal of GATT, for instance, concerns 
intellectual property rights. Now, intellectual 
property rights are basically patents, which would 
be required for any production process in the world. 
What is currently being proposed is that these 
patents should be held by those companies or 
corporations that have had the production 
possibilities or production capabilities, or that have 
got access to the required resources. Let us say a 
corporation in America has been able to synthesize a 
particular chemical. Now, if that chemical has been 
found in nature anywhere else in the world, so long 
as this company holds the patent, no other 
government or community or society can 
independently make a patent on that particular 
process. And they have practically done this for 
almost all known chemicals, almost all known 
production processes. 
 
As you know, there has been in the last forty years—
and of course much before that, but much more 
intensively and in a much more organized way—a 
flight of genetic resources from the South to the 
North. India, for instance, had forty thousand 
varieties of rice at the beginning of the century. A 
good proportion of that was stored in the Indian 
Rice Research Institute. In the seventies, the whole 
Rice Research Institute was wound up and the entire 
genetic stock was taken to the Philippines, to the 
International Rice Research Institute. From there it 
was brought to the United States. And so, India's 
genetic resource base on rice is actually now 
residing in the United States. A majority of India's 
agricultural land that grows rice now is growing 
hybrid seeds that are controlled by transnational 
corporations that are based in the United States or in 
Europe. So you have a process whereby a few 
corporations are attempting to try and control the 
genetic stock of the planet. 
 
The second proposal is to similarly have control over 
services. For instance, insurance or transportation. I 



mean, if a Japanese company wants to show a 
pornographic film—the absolutely cheapest and 
dirtiest pornographic film in India—and if it can 
find five hundred Indian exhibitors of that film, no 
Indian legislation would have any meaning. They 
cannot block that film because that would be a 
violation of the principles of free trade. 
 
The Thai government, for instance, a little over a 
year ago, decided to ban the advertising of cigarettes 
and ban all foreign cigarette brands from the 
country. Marlboro and Winston took the Thai 
government to the GATT adjudicatory panel, and 
the GATT adjudicatory panel ruled that the Thai 
government must restore the marketing of foreign 
cigarettes in Thailand and restore the advertising of 
foreign brands in the interests of free trade. 
 
David Cayley 
And if they don't? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
GATT can then impose barriers, trade barriers, on 
anything else. 
 
David Cayley 
You mean a blockade? 
 
Smithu Kothari 
Yes, a blockade. This is in the proposals. Economic 
blockade is in the GATT proposals. Now, of course, 
you can argue that it can be used the other way also. 
I mean, for instance, GATT has also pulled up the 
United States government for being extremely 
protectionist in the context of, let us say, textile 
imports from the Third World. But who controls 
these economic institutions today? The Indian rupee 
is not a powerful currency—the dollar is, the yen is, 
the mark is, the pound is, and so on. After all, free 
trade is not free. There are people who control these 
institutions, who control these processes, and, unless 
we do something extremely urgently and extremely 
seriously about it, you and I are going to be 
swamped by these corporations and by these 
economic interests. 
 
David Cayley 
Globalization, in Smithu Kothari's view, is but one 
facet of a complex crisis into which India has been 
slipping for some time. He says that this crisis has a 
number of dimensions which, taken together, 
amount to what he calls a "civilizational crisis."  
 
Smithu Kothari 

Development as we have known it in the post-
Independence period is reaching a dead end. There's 
an increasing recognition that the process of internal 
colonization that was the only option available if 
one had to industrialize—because we could not go 
and colonize other areas of the world—is reaching a 
point where either there are no more resources to 
exploit or the communities who have historically 
depended on these resources for their survival are 
saying no. 
 
Secondly, I think there is the crisis of the state itself. 
It's a very complex crisis, because at one level there 
is a need for the state. Who will mediate if there are 
contending claims to the same natural resource 
base? Who will mediate if there are a whole range of 
external forces who want to come and impose their 
control over parts of India? So we are in a peculiar 
dilemma in which at one level we feel that we need 
the state; we need the state to be actually playing its 
more ideal role of a non-partisan arbiter. But at 
another level we also have a recognition and a 
realization that the state is not an independent actor, 
that the state has been acting on behalf of certain 
interests in society, that it is acting primarily on 
behalf of elites. 
 
But, because it also has a democratic face, it has to 
play multiple roles, and I think the fact that the state 
is amenable to playing multiple roles gives us some 
chinks, gives us some democratic possibilities within 
the present system to protect this basis of resistance. 
So I do not support friends who would argue for a 
total negation of the state—I don't think that that is 
at the moment feasible, particularly in a society that 
over the last forty years has become so criminalized. 
In many parts of the country where the state has 
increasingly become weaker, the result has been the 
rule of the jungle, where mobs and landlords' armies 
and various other criminal elements really are 
effectively ruling. Now, in a situation like that, the 
only mechanisms by which we can resist these 
criminal elements and these criminal forces is either 
by mobilizing oneself or by appealing to the 
democratic institutions of the state to intervene, and 
quite often they have intervened because enough 
public pressure has been built up. So we have this 
strange, rather perplexing, paradoxical situation that 
we live with. That's one, I think, very fundamental 
and very serious crisis. 
 
The second is really a crisis of identities. India has 
been historically endowed with one of the most 
diverse cultural and ecological systems on the 
planet. Whether you look at it from the point of view 



of its cultural diversity, whether you look at it from 
the point of view of its linguistic diversity—which is 
linked very much to its cultural diversity—or 
whether you look at it in terms of the multiple 
influences that have shaped very distinct cultural 
traditions, it is an incredibly diverse civilization. 
What has happened much more intensively over the 
last forty years is that a group of people has tried to 
impose a monolithic identity in the name of 
Hinduism. Hinduism originally was a construct of 
the British. Britain, for its own political purposes and 
in its own terms, had to try and come to grips with 
this diversity of Hindu sects that were all over the 
country, that had thousands of godheads and 
thousands of gods and goddesses and so on. It had 
to bring all this under a common rubric, so the 
British historians created this thing called 
"Hinduism." 
 
David Cayley 
So that's like saying that these Haida people and 
these Cherokee people and these Seminoles are all 
Indians. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
That's right, that's right. They did the same thing 
with the construction of the word tribe. The tribes in 
India do not see themselves as tribes: they see 
themselves as the Gond or the Bhiel, just as the 
Seneca and the Cayuga and the Sioux see 
themselves as their identity, not as tribe. At the 
culinary level, it's the creation of curry powder. I 
mean, they wanted to go back to their homes and 
make something Indian, so they created this little 
homogeneous mix of spices of which they could 
throw three teaspoonsfuls in a pot of potatoes and 
say, "We've made Indian curry." It's the same 
mindset. 
 
So what has happened with the construction of 
Hinduism is that a group of people have adopted 
this notion of Hinduism and are now attempting—
and have attempted over the last few decades—to 
give greater content to this myth that there is 
something called Hinduism to the point where 
they're trying to discover a holy book and a holy 
man, a holy leader, much like Islam and 
Christianity. They have been quite successful in 
creating social legitimacy for this construct. And 
they have used the fact that other communities and 
other minorities and other cultural groups have 
become more assertive to argue that therefore 
Hinduism is under siege, that it is under threat. 
They have been able to successfully mobilize fairly 
significant political opinion and, because many of 

these people are politically powerful, they have been 
able at times to get the consent of the Indian state to 
their designs and have increasingly tried to suppress 
this cultural diversity. 
 
So I think this is another major crisis that we will see 
unfolding over the next decades—and it's not just 
going to be a crisis; there are going to be extremely 
violent conflicts across the state, and I would say not 
just the Indian state but across the Indian 
subcontinent. The same thing at a very different 
level is happening in Pakistan, where one 
interpretation of Islam is being imposed on the 
Islamic diversity that existed and that exists in 
Pakistan. How is this all going to really resolve itself, 
particularly in a situation in which the modernizers 
want to try and build a secular modern India in 
which, in imitation of Europe, they want to limit the 
church and limit monarchy to another space where 
they will not interfere in statecraft and in state-civil 
society interactions. And this is not feasible. I mean, 
as Gandhiji said, those who talk about separating 
religion and politics understand neither religion nor 
politics. 
 
So it's going to be very, very tricky, because these 
Hindu groups put their people in positions of power 
forty years ago, or thirty years ago or twenty years 
ago, so that in almost every sphere of business and 
bureaucracy, you have now got in senior positions 
people who believe in this Hindu fundamentalist 
ideology. That's the second crisis and a point of 
increasing conflict that I see. 
 
The third is what one might call the ecological crisis. 
India has, and continues to have enormous genetic 
and biological diversity, and a lot of it is today 
under attack. The erosion and degradation of our 
ecological diversity has been astounding. A lot of it 
has been necessitated by the model of 
industrialization, which has both intensively and 
extensively depended on the extraction of these 
resources. Now, the important thing in a country 
like India is that the key environmental issue is not 
the non-availability of non-renewable resources or 
the pollution of renewable resources like water and 
air; it's not acid rain; it's not global warming; it's not 
the dumping of toxic wastes. Most fundamentally it 
is the fact that, with every degradation of a natural 
resource, hundreds and thousands of people who 
have depended on the sustainability of that resource 
system for their survival, for their subsistence, for 
their sustenance—for their identities, I would say—
are hurt. 
 



Therefore, this process of industrial development is 
directly creating impoverishment, is directly 
creating the large-scale breakup of communities, the 
large-scale disruption of social cohesion, the large-
scale delegitimation of cultural diversity. And 
therefore, to me, the most fundamental aspect of this 
crisis is the fact that millions of people are losing 
their access and control over a productive natural-
resource base that has historically given them 
sustenance. Now, maybe, as many people argue, one 
could justify this if an alternative had been possible. 
But there is no alternative. Where do these people 
go? They become perpetual migrants within the 
rural areas. And of course, in places like Bombay 
and Calcutta and every large city in India, they 
become members of the populations that live in 
slums and on the pavements. So they do not really 
have a life anymore, I think, of any dignity. 
 
You have effectively, therefore, taken people away 
from a life of social cohesion and dignity to a life of 
penury and marginalization. So that in a way is the 
third rather significant crisis. And I think that this is 
going to become more and more intense as India 
liberalizes its economy, as it structurally adjusts to 
meet its balance of payments crisis. 
 
Finally, we face a most profound crisis that can best 
be characterized as the crisis of the middle class. 
This group of people has grown phenomenally in 
the last twenty years. It's almost a hundred million 
people now, one of the largest markets in the world. 
This class has become so parasitical and so defensive 
of the status quo that they have become almost 
impervious to these softer and more serious social 
and ecological and cultural concerns. They are 
people who are mostly ahistorical. They are people 
who are being fed by all kinds of modern myths, 
including the modern myth of Hinduism. They are 
people who are buying into the consumerist culture 
and are becoming depoliticized; therefore they are 
people who are not really concerned about the long-
term future of the country, the long-term future in 
the sense of its autonomy and of the fact that it is 
part of a longer historical civilization. And I think in 
that sense, if I was to try and provide an overall 
rubric that would reflect all these crises, I would say 
that India is currently going through a civilizational 
crisis. 
 
David Cayley 
As I listen to you, I have trouble in my mind not 
imagining what Judeo-Christian tradition calls 
Armageddon—I mean, a potential for incredible 

violence—and also feeling your situation in the 
midst of that. 
 
Smithu Kothari 
Frankly, David, there is no way out of it. I don't 
know whether it is going to be Armageddon, but 
there definitely is going to be an intensification of 
social conflict, there is going to be an intensification 
of violence. But I, at the same time, would like to say 
very strongly that, precisely because there has been 
a history of democratic tradition, there has been a 
history of resistance, there have been these cultures 
of resistance, we will come to a point where more 
and more people will have to recognize what they 
are doing. I feel confident that, if not in the next few 
years, at least in the next decade, you will have what 
you had—and it was quite unanticipated at that 
moment—when resistance to Mrs. Gandhi's 
authoritarianism coalesced in the '70s. That became 
a national movement that finally led to a situation in 
which the Congress Party got summarily thrown out 
for the first time in post-Independence history. 
 
You had a groundswell of resistance—and, yes, of 
course, that groundswell then got co-opted or some 
of it got channelized into various other regressive 
and destructive trends. But a lot of it also got 
channelized into these movements that I have called 
cultures of resistance. And so I think that we do 
have the ground, we do have the social conditions, 
for all those little pockets of resistance to broaden 
and to link together horizontally, and to try and use 
the fact that we have come to this pass and articulate 
a different future. And maybe it will work—maybe 
it won't.  



I personally must say that I have hope. I, and people 
like me, would not put in the immense energies that 
we do if we didn't have that hope, if we didn't have 
that optimism, if we didn't have that cry in our 
conscience. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
On Ideas tonight, you've been listening to an 
interview with Indian activist Smithu Kothari of 
Lokayan, a New Delhi-based organization, whose 
name means literally "dialogue of the people." The 
program was Part Four of "The Earth Is Not an 
Ecosystem," written and presented by David Cayley. 
We would like to thank Kalpana Das and her 
colleagues at Interculture for making these 
programs possible. Production assistants for 
tonight's program were Fay Macpherson and Gail 
Brownell; technical production: Lorne Tulk. A 
collection of David Cayley's earlier programs on 
ecology is available in book form from James 
Lorimer & Company. The book is called The Age of 
Ecology and it's in book stores now. The executive 
producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht. 
 
Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 

Lister Sinclair 
Hello; I'm Lister Sinclair and this is Ideas. This 
evening, we continue David Cayley's series, "The 
Earth Is Not an Ecosystem"—six programs about the 
cultural and ecological limits to development. It 
presents voices from a conference called "Living 
with the Earth," organized by the Interculture 
Institute of Montreal and held in Orford, Quebec in 
the spring of 1992. 
 
This episode, the fifth in the series, features a profile 
of Iranian writer and thinker Majid Rahnema. Mr. 
Rahnema has had a distinguished career in the 
service both of his own country and the United 
Nations. He attained the rank of career ambassador 
in Iran's diplomatic corps, serving in France, the 
Soviet Union, and Switzerland, and then joined the 
Iranian government in 1967 as a minister for science 
and higher education. 
 
In the 1970s, he directed a development project 
involving a hundred Iranian villages and later 
headed the United Nation's Development Program 
in Mali. He has also been a member of the executive 
board of UNESCO and the U.N. University Council. 
In 1991-92, he was a Lester Pearson scholar at the 
International Development Research Centre in 
Ottawa. 
 
In this program, Majid Rahnema looks back with 
critical eyes on his career in development. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
The system does not meet the hopes and the 
expectations that people have put in it and does not 
even meet its own discourse. The only possibility of 
working today in these institutions is to be 
subversive. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
He reflects on the pitfalls of more humanistic 
approaches to development. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
As a good activist, believing in certain concepts like 
"development," "progress," "modernization," and all 
that, I try in a very subtle way to organize my own 
echo—that would be my great success. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
And he talks about his current work on the history 
of ideas about poverty. 
 
Majid Rahnema 



The kind of life that we want to prepare for the poor, 
whom we want to enrich, is really to create candy-
coated, sugar-coated miseries. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
Majid Rahnema tonight on Ideas, in part five of "The 
Earth Is Not an Ecosystem," written and presented 
by David Cayley.  
 
David Cayley 
The idea of development defines an historical era. 
The term was first used in its contemporary sense 
after the Second World War. U.S. president Harry 
Truman, in his 1949 inaugural address, stated that 
more than half the world's peoples inhabited what 
he called "underdeveloped areas" and lived in 
conditions, he said, "approaching misery." The 
improvement and growth of these areas, Truman 
claimed, was both a moral obligation and a practical 
necessity. "Their poverty is a threat both to them and 
to more prosperous areas," was how he put it. 
Development, as Wolfgang Sachs has pointed out, 
provided a reason of state both for the U.S. and for 
the newly independent, or soon to be independent, 
nations of Asia and Africa. For the U.S., it provided 
a world mission free of the taint of colonialism, 
while for the new states, themselves artifacts of 
colonial power, it provided a reason for being and a 
mandate for a new process of internal colonization. 
 
Lumping most of the world together in a single 
category became a habit of mind. Development was 
the journey on which all nations were embarked, the 
hierarchy in which all nations could be arranged, 
according to their degree of progress. As 
complications and contradictions arose, the term 
was qualified—there was "alternative development," 
"endogenous development," "sustainable 
development"—but the central implication of 
inevitable unfolding, of history as a one-way street 
unrolling towards a common destination, always 
remained. 
 
Today, even for many of those who believed in it 
and practised it, development is at a dead end, faced 
with absolute cultural and ecological limits. In the 
last two programs of this series, I want to explore 
this dilemma. The final program will examine 
approaches which can imagine prosperity, 
flourishing, regeneration, without invoking 
development. Tonight's program looks at what went 
wrong through the eyes of one man who spent 
much of his career working for the institutions of 
development. Insofar as it can be told in one hour, 
this is his story. 

 
Majid Rahnema was born to a prominent Iranian 
family. His grandfather was a person of important 
religious influence in the country; his father, the 
editor of Iran's most politically significant 
newspaper. He acquired the first part of his 
education in Beirut, where his family lived in exile 
in the 1930s as a result of a falling out between his 
father and the Shah. Then, in 1941, his family 
returned to Tehran and Rahnema went to work at 
his father's paper.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
We came back to Iran, and I became really an active 
journalist, but a self-made journalist because in those 
days there was no school of journalism or anything 
like that. We had to learn these things, and I learned 
it from my father and then from life. The whole 
newspaper was really nothing but my father and 
two other persons, although it was the number one 
newspaper in the country. I remember, at five 
o'clock in the morning, I would listen to BBC news. I 
could take shorthand, and I would get that and 
immediately phone it to the printing press. This is 
how we got the news. We didn't have the 
technology you have now. So it was artisanal 
journalism—but it was fantastic. 
 
David Cayley 
Rahnema's father was eventually appointed 
embassador to Paris. The son followed as press 
attaché. This began a diplomatic career which took 
him first to the Soviet Union and then to the United 
Nations, where he attended fourteen successive 
sessions of the General Assembly. In 1955, he was at 
the historic Bandung conference in Java, where the 
leaders of Asia and Africa met to announce a new 
presence in international affairs.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
Bandung was the greatest moment of the history of 
the Third World. It was the first meeting where you 
had all the big names: Nehru, Chou En Lai, Sukarno, 
Nkrumah, Nasser—all these giants of the Third 
World. They came to Bandung to say that the world 
was no longer just the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. and then 
Europe, but something else was emerging. So we 
had this huge conference and Iran in those days was 
pro-American and so not represented by anybody at 
the top. That was good in a way because, as a result 
of that, our delegation was small, and even though I 
was very young I was given an important role to 
play, making speeches and doing this and that. I 
mean, I could talk to Nehru, I could talk to Chou En 
Lai. This was something extraordinary, and this was 



really where my commitment to the Third World 
started—at Bandung. 
 
David Cayley 
This commitment continued. In 1960, Rahnema 
introduced in the General Assembly the celebrated 
Resolution 15.14. It was sponsored by forty-three 
states of the so-called Afro-Asian bloc and called for 
immediate and universal decolonization. He then 
went on to serve as Iran's ambassador to 
Switzerland. There, he attracted the notice of the 
Shah and, in 1967, was asked by the prime minister 
to return to Tehran as the head of a new government 
ministry of science and technology.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
I said, look, I'm ready to do that, but on one 
condition: that I don't get involved in politics. And 
he said: Okay, come here, and, you know, we're 
friends, you don't have to be a member of the party 
because His Majesty himself asked you, so I can say 
that you're a diplomat and you needn't do that. And, 
when I came back, they played their first trick on 
me. The night I was going to be introduced to 
parliament, the prime minister told me that the Shah 
had decided to put all the universities, higher 
education and the planning of education under this 
new ministry. I said, but this is pure politics. I mean, 
universities are the boiling centre of politics. He 
said, come on, you can't refuse—and in fact I 
couldn't because at that moment it was too late. I 
then decided, okay, it's a challenge. I mean, I didn't 
ask for it, so I was just going to do what I wanted. At 
the end, at maximum they would kick me out, but I 
would have done something. So I played the game 
for awhile. 
 
In fact, for the first six months it was incredible: 
everything I asked him, he did. At one moment, for 
instance, I found that the students were fed up with 
all these chancellors and rectors appointed by the 
regime. I suggested to the Shah that all the rectors 
would be changed. He said, okay, do it. And out of 
ten rectors, in one day, nine of them resigned. It was 
a little bit embarrassing in the sense that it was not 
very democratic, but what it was, was really a sort of 
war within a different context. I chose most of the 
new people myself. 
 
Then I had a law introduced to give full autonomy 
to universities so that the universities would become 
independent. And all this went well for the first year 
and a half. It was very challenging. But then I found 
that things started to get much worse because 

conflict started between me and the security people 
and others, and I became a sort of lonely person. 
 
David Cayley 
The power of the SAVAK—the state security 
apparatus— waxed in those years. It got to the point 
even that agents were investigating library records 
to find out which students had checked out which 
books in the universities Rahnema was trying to 
liberalize. Eventually, in 1971, he resigned and 
became as a result persona non grata with the Shah. In 
that same year, the French and the Chinese 
nominated Rahnema for the post of secretary-
general of the United Nations, following the 
retirement of U Thant. The Shah informed every 
member of the Security Council that support for 
Rahnema's nomination would be considered a 
hostile act by the government of Iran. But he was 
allowed to pursue his chosen work at home. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
After '71, the then-prime minister said to me, why 
don't you come and I'll arrange everything between 
you and the Shah, and I'll eventually offer you 
another post. He in fact offered me the post of 
minister of health, but I said, I'm not interested in 
doing any politics. The only thing I ask you, I said, is 
to let me go to a village. I want to do something with 
the people this time. I said, you are placing one 
thousand eggs in one basket—give me one egg and 
let me do something in a village that you're not 
interested in. He first thought I was joking, and that 
I wouldn't go to a village in my position of former 
minister. But then he accepted. In fact, he funded 
our project, and the project later became a window 
show—or at least it could have been a window show 
for the government. In that small part of Iran—it 
was hundred villages—we did fantastic things, at 
least in terms of Iran in those days. We introduced a 
totally new way of training people; we introduced 
Paulo Freire's methods of conscientization; we 
changed the school system. We changed all that in 
this little micro space. Those were the most 
fascinating years of my life. 
 
David Cayley 
This development project lasted until the time of the 
revolution in 1978 and introduced many changes 
into the affected villages. The approach was 
participatory, based on the ideas, as Rahnema just 
mentioned, of Paolo Freire, whose influential book, 
The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, conceived of education 
and social action in terms of dialogue. Earlier, 
Rahnema had been influenced by testimony he had 
heard as a member of a UNESCO commission on 



education that malnutrition in childhood could 
result in lifelong learning impairment. So improved 
nutrition and primary health care were also part of 
the project. But in the end he was not satisfied with 
what he and his colleagues had done. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
We were doing good things, fragmentary things—
wells, roads, little things by the people—and they 
were costing much less. And that's why, in the end, 
the government was fully behind us, although they 
did not believe in anything we were doing. But, at 
the same time, without wanting to be, we were the 
carriers of a type of life that was ultimately 
destructive of the way people were managing their 
own affairs. So they became dependent—dependent 
on state policies, on the kind of life that modernity 
has brought and so on—and I was not very sure 
whether that was good. 
 
David Cayley 
What made you aware of that? How did you see it? 
 
Majid Rahnema 
Let me take for instance the field of education. It was 
done in a wider context of modernization and 
Westernization, with the magnets of economy 
working and pushing everybody towards the cities 
where there were greater profits, and higher 
economic status and positions. So the moment a 
person thought that he or she would be educated—
mainly he, really, because shes were a different 
case—his first dream was to go to Tehran, because 
he knew that there was no future for him in the 
village. Progress, money, position, status, power 
were in Tehran. And, therefore, by making things 
better in that context, we were really in fact 
encouraging the thing that we didn't want, which 
was the rural exodus towards the cities. This is one 
example. 
 
In my own field of universities, what I did was, in a 
couple of years, triple the budget of universities; we 
brought back hundreds of the best minds of Iran 
who had left and were teaching in different 
universities in Canada, the U.S. and so on. We 
brought them by paying them more and by telling 
them, look, you will have it much better—higher 
positions and much more responsible positions and 
so on—and they came. And our universities at that 
moment really competed with some of the best in 
Europe. But what happened? Again, the same thing 
that happened at the level of the village, which was 
the exodus from village to the city. Only here it was 
from the city to outside Iran, which was the famous 

thing that was called the "brain drain." The dream of 
every person was to leave, to desert the very space 
that had made everything possible for him or her. So 
that space became devalued, became something to 
avoid, not to cultivate. 
 
David Cayley 
But you entered into this initially with a concern 
about whether the children might be malnourished. 
Obviously, there was something in the condition of 
the villages that you felt needed improving. How do 
you now, retrospectively, see that something that 
you wanted to improve? 
 
Majid Rahnema 
About that I'm not changing my mind. As far as I'm 
concerned, if I love these people, I can't be 
indifferent. It's obvious. But today, my approach 
would be totally different because, from the 
beginning, I would say, what do I want to do? Do I 
want that village to become a blossoming, 
flourishing village, with its own culture, within its 
own possibilities, within its own limitations? Or, do 
I want only to take a few individuals from there that 
could win the universal race—in fact, strip from that 
village its best elements. Therefore, I would not 
come with the idea of development, which is this 
universal model of life; but I would perhaps do 
something that I would be nowadays more inclined 
to do: go to that village, if I were younger, stay there, 
live with the people. 
 
Live with the losers—because ninety-five per cent of 
them would be losers anyhow in this development 
work—work with the losers and say, what can we 
now do together in order to regenerate this space, 
which is not only attacked by forces from outside, 
but attacked from within by those who want to 
leave it. I'm not against what a lot of people think 
development should do, but first I say: look, 
development is not doing what you think it does or 
it will do. Let us see what you really want to do. Do 
you want the prosperity, the blossoming of cultures 
that took hundreds, thousands of years to become 
what they are and gave humanity a lot of things? Do 
you want those cultures to remain, those diversities 
to enrich the world, or do you not care and just want 
the one type of thing that is considered as the top, 
the best. Then you ask the ten per cent, the winners, 
to come and join that. You see, this is the core of the 
problem. 
 
David Cayley 
In 1978, the government of the Shah in Iran was 
overthrown and Majid Rahnema returned to the 



service of the United Nations in Africa. In 1959, he 
had been chosen by the General Assembly to 
supervise the referendum and elections leading to 
the independence of the central African states of 
Ruanda and Burundi, which had been part of a U.N. 
trust territory. Now he was appointed to head the 
mission of the UNDP, the United Nations 
Development Program, to the West African republic 
of Mali.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
This long experience with UNDP, in a totally 
different way but exactly in the same direction, 
confirmed my doubts about development and this 
time with much greater evidence, because I was 
right in the middle of development. I was no longer 
in a little village. I was the full plenipotentiary 
envoy of the biggest organization of United Nations 
assistance, which is UNDP, with one billion two 
hundred million dollars a year, spending on 
development. I was here in this country, so I knew 
exactly now how development from the top was 
acting. 
 
David Cayley 
How it was acting, Rahnema found, was first of all 
deceitfully. In order to forestall the damaging charge 
of colonialism against the UNDP, the appearance of 
complete Malian sovereignty was carefully guarded. 
But, in fact, Rahnema says, this did not prevent 
manipulation of the government of Mali—it only 
prevented him from mentioning it. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
If there are really projects of interest to the big 
powers, they can easily, easily act so that the 
government of Mali will say, I want this project 
rather than another—and therefore, it's not 
American pressure, because the government itself 
asked. Now if I, as what is called U.N. resident 
representative, come and say, does that project really 
make sense? the response will be, you are interfering 
in Malian sovereignty. The Malians have asked for it 
and that's all. 
 
David Cayley 
The second thing that Rahnema noticed was that the 
projects the government asked for were, with few 
exceptions, not ones he thought would bring 
benefits at the grassroots. This was brought home to 
him when he tried to instigate a project of his own to 
create what were called "audiotechs"—cassette 
libraries—in Malian villages. It began from his 
reflection on the fruitlessness of much of the literacy 
training that was going on in Mali. Mali is a country 

of many languages. They have not, until recently, 
been written languages. Consequently, even in 
Bambara, which is spoken by forty per cent of the 
people, there was really nothing outside of a 
government-controlled newspaper to read, nor had 
most of the peasants expressed any desire to read. 
But Rahnema noticed that there was something the 
people apparently did want. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
For me, literacy should mean letting people have 
access to the sources of information and knowledge 
in which they are interested. Now, I saw in practice 
that this was not done by the schools; it was not 
done by literacy training. Through just observing 
people, listening to people, going to villages, we 
realized that in every village in Mali people had 
simple tape recorders. We found that two things 
were the favourite recordings of people in most 
villages we went through. One was a program 
broadcast by the national radio every Monday on 
the national heroic book, an epic like The Illiad, or 
The Odyssey. And the second thing, you wouldn't 
imagine, was Bob Marley. People in Mali adore Bob 
Marley. 
 
So we just said, look, instead of pushing this 
program of literacy, it would be much better if we 
did something else. And the idea was this: to put in 
every village a little library where books would be 
replaced by cassettes, cassettes done in the 
vernacular language of that place. Then, together 
with the people, we had long discussions and 
divided the type of knowledge that people were 
interested in into two categories: traditional 
knowlege and functional knowledge. Traditional 
knowledge was knowledge of the history of Mali; 
the geography of Mali; the culture; medicinal herbs; 
styles of building—all these things that nobody else 
but Malians knew. The knowledge and what are 
called "resource persons," were there, locally. 
 
The second domain we called "functional." 
Functional included methods for increasing crops, 
or building a house; or techniques of medical care—
whatever was in the domain of present 
developmental work. In terms of functional 
knowledge, we asked the people what their interest 
was. Then we would ask our cadres—either national 
cadres or cadres from the different international 
organizations—to provide them with the content of 
these cassettes. 
 
Now, we found that for each audiotech in a village, 
we did not need more than five hundred dollars. We 



discussed with the chief of a village, and he said, tell 
me exactly what you want in this project. What are 
the things, the facilities you want? I said, we want a 
little house to be the conference hall and also to keep 
the different recorders and cassettes. He said, what 
is it, just one recorder, some cassettes and that's all? I 
mean, really, this is what it was. He said, I will keep 
that in my house and then you won't need anybody 
to keep it. We said, yes, but what about the the 
conference hall? He said, but you know we do this 
all under the palaver tree. You don't need anything 
like that. 
 
David Cayley 
Palaver tree? 
 
Majid Rahnema 
Yes. The palaver tree is the tree in the village where 
the people speak. This is where the big events in the 
village happen. They go under the palaver tree and 
they sit there and they discuss—that's their 
conference hall. So he said, this is the conference 
hall, and the trunk with the cassettes you can keep 
with me. And we found that we could really do it 
for five hundred dollars per village. For two years 
the total for everything came to two hundred 
thousand dollars. 
 
Now, I had to take this out of my budget of sixty 
million dollars. Do you know the trouble I went 
through? We had troubles with UNESCO, who 
thought we needed more expensive technical 
equipment; and with UNDP; and with the 
government of Mali, who were not interested this. 
The government was interested only in projects 
where you could give cars, air conditioners, and 
additional salaries to people, or in things that are 
part of the developmental image. 
 
David Cayley 
The audiotech ought to have been a model 
development project. It fitted cheap, simple, readily 
available cassette technology to existing oral 
traditions and habits, and it built on a practice which 
already existed and which people had already 
chosen for themselves. But, curiously, as Majid 
Rahnema has already said, neither UNESCO nor the 
UNDP, nor the government of Mali were very 
interested. It finally succeeded only because of 
Rahnema's personal authority and his willingness to 
bargain with Mali's minister of planning. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
He said to me something I will never forget. He said, 
Monsieur le Répresentant, I would say one thing to 

you: I accept this only because you want it, but I 
think our people need bread more than culture. And 
I said, Monsieur le Ministre, if you think that this 
project is only for what you call culture—which is 
sterile, I imagine, in your definition—I don't want it. 
Please, cross it, because I don't want to impose on 
you. He said, no, now that you want it, I will do it. 
 
But imagine that he gave this as a favour to me in 
order for me to push some other projects against 
which I had expressed myself—one of them, for 
instance, for giving extra salaries to his own people 
in the ministry of planning. That really had 
absolutely no sense. The system does not meet the 
hopes and the expectations that people have put in it 
and does not even meet its own discourse. The only 
possibility of working today in these institutions is 
to be subversive. And I call this positive subversion. 
I say if I am paid by the United Nations and the first 
sentence of my charter starts with "We the people of 
the United Nations—" I don't care. I have to serve 
the people. So I will have contradictions in my work; 
I will use the free spaces that I have to go back to the 
source, which is what I call "positive subversion," 
because the system has subverted its own discourse. 
I am now going to resubvert it so that, in a way I 
now "vert" to the origin, you might say. This is what 
I did in Iran when I was in the government, and I do 
it even now. 
 
David Cayley 
In 1990, Majid Rahnema published a long article 
called "Participatory Action Research: The Last 
Temptation of St. Development." In this article, he 
took on the myth of popular participation in 
development activities. Participatory action 
research, or PAR, was the fruit of the late sixties and 
early seventies when the whole idea of development 
was widely perceived to be in deep trouble. Even 
World Bank president Robert McNamara admitted 
in a historic speech in Nairobi in 1973 that what was 
taking place in so-called developing countries was 
not balanced growth but a dangerous social 
polarization. "Growth is not equitably reaching the 
poor," was McNamara's delicate phrase. 
 
Involving the poor in their own development was 
one possible response to this failure of conventional 
administered development. The most famous 
example was the work of Paolo Freire's literacy 
teams in Brazil in the sixties. "From the beginning," 
Freire wrote, "we rejected the hypothesis of a purely 
mechanistic literacy program and considered the 
problem of teaching adults to read in relation to the 
awakening of their consciousness. We wish to 



design a project," he went on, "in which we would 
attempt to move from naïveté to a critical attitude at 
the same time that we taught reading." 
 
From this followed the idea of empowerment and 
the idea of so-called change agents, who are 
themselves merely means to the people's 
awakening. Rahnema himself had shared many of 
these ideas during the period of his village 
development work in Iran and had participated in 
the international meetings where they were first 
enunciated. But in this article, he identified what he 
now saw as a crucial contradiction. Weren't these 
barefoot developers still, in the last analysis, 
developers—people who already knew the end 
which they wanted the people spontaneously to 
discover? 
 
Majid Rahnema 
What happened was that a new, very subtle kind of 
manipulative interaction started, and some of us felt 
that this was happening. Now, I'm sure if you 
looked carefully through that article, it's evident that 
I still maintain the idea that the people should do 
things themselves, but there I tried to focus on the 
dangers of the way it was implemented in reality. 
You see, if I come into a set-up where I'm already 
considered as a person with greater knowledge, 
with greater experience, I carry the aura that I am 
better than them, especially if I am a good person 
and have good intentions. They see that I haven't 
done any wrong; I don't want them to do anything 
special; I don't want to exploit them. So after a while, 
the first reaction is, look, you know better, so why 
don't you tell us what we should do. Now, the good 
activist, the good PAR activist will say, no, I'm here 
only as a catalyst. And he has to maintain this image 
of the catalyst; otherwise he would have to renounce 
his own work. 
 
But if you really analyze the whole thing, what I 
seek—as a good activist, believing in certain 
concepts, like "development," "progress," 
"modernization" and all that—is to try in a very 
subtle way to organize my own echo. That would be 
my great success. I would organize the other person 
in such a way that he or she would say what I don't 
want to say but what I've been planning to do all the 
time. And then I can say, you've said it and I've 
learned a lot from you. But, unfortunately, the 
person who doesn't constantly watch himself or 
herself will inevitably seek this victory of having the 
other take the initiative in what really was not his or 
her initiative at all, but was the intervenor's 
initiative. You end up by doing a wonderful 

colonialist work but with the full, sometimes 
enthusiastic consent of the person who is 
manipulated. 
 
David Cayley 
Once Rahnema had made his critique of 
participation and dialogue as methods, he was 
ready to move beyond development as a mental 
framework. In fact, my first meeting with him in 
1988 was at a week-long seminar called, bluntly, 
"After Development, What?" Rahnema's personal 
answer to this question was, in effect, wait and see.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
After a while, instead of continuing the old things, I 
became more interested in seeing what the people 
themselves were doing. And this is where, without 
saying whether it was good or bad, I really 
encountered a whole new world. People are doing a 
lot of interesting things, and it doesn't come to our 
mind what they're doing because we would never 
have done this type of thing. So I said, look, why 
don't we try now to forget about everything we 
think is good and try to listen to people and then see 
that perhaps there are many other ways for them to 
defend themselves or to assume their humanity, or 
do the kind of things we think are good for them. 
And I wonder why we don't try to learn from these 
grassroots movements. 
 
David Cayley 
In recent years, Rahnema has been in touch with a 
number of such movements. The closest of these 
contacts has been with Swadhyaya, a non-sectarian 
religious awakening, which has transformed village 
life for millions of people in India. The next and final 
program in this series will look at what Swadhyaya 
has done. But there are many other examples as 
well. One which has interested Rahnema is the 
amazing story of a contemporary Mexican folk hero 
called Superbarrio. Barrio is a Spanish word with no 
precise English equivalent. It corresponds roughly to 
the French quartier, a section of a city with common 
characteristics. 
 
The story happened in Mexico City following the 
1985 earthquake in which many buildings were 
destroyed. Bitter struggles ensued between 
landlords, who wanted to redevelop, and tenants, 
who wanted to protect their existing spaces. In this 
tense atmosphere, with a lot of evictions taking 
place, one of the people involved in the struggle had 
a vision. Rahnema's account of it comes from a 
published interview with this man. 
 



Majid Rahnema 
He was all the time thinking, why should these 
people be evicted, why does nobody care for them? 
And he says that one day when he wanted to go out 
and was all the time obsessed by this idea—he 
himself having been evicted in his youth—he saw 
the door open and a huge wind with two colours—
red and yellow—came into the room. Then he heard 
a voice that said, "You shall be the superbarrio and 
you shall be the whipper of the landlords and the 
defender of the weak." I mean, it comes right out of a 
Garcìa Marquez novel. 
 
This fellow found himself suddenly in a mask with a 
cape like Superman—red and yellow—and he said, 
well, I have to tell this to my friends. So he went to 
tell his friends that this had happened to him, and 
now he was a masked person like Superman. He 
had been a professional wrestler in his youth. But 
now he was a street vendor. 
 
Then his friends said that this was absolutely 
fantastic. They said, you should be that, and we're 
going to back you. So here was the creation of a 
totally incredible personage, which was the 
Superbarrio. And now, Superbarrio has taken on 
great importance.  The other day, in fact, when I was 
in Mexico, I heard suddenly a little explosion, like 
fireworks. And I said, what is this? They said, 
somebody is going to be evicted or the police are 
around. This was the first sign. So the whole 
neighbourhood came out to take action immediately 
against any possible intervention from the police. In 
the meantime, through a kind of vernacular 
communication system with all these fireworks, 
comes Superbarrio from wherever he is, with his 
mask. And when he comes, nobody ever dares to 
intervene because they would face a riot. 
 
He has gone to the parliament. One day he just went 
to the parliament—nobody could stop him—and he 
made a speech in the parliament, addressing the 
deputies, telling them that some of them were 
thieves and so on. You have here the Superbarrio 
phemonenon. Who of the intervenors would ever 
think that such a solution could be found in order to 
defend the poor, the evicted, and so on? Come and 
say this to UNDP or CIDA or IDRC—they would 
say you're just crazy. But it works. I mean, our kinds 
of things probably work in a different way, but they 
don't exactly work for the people. And this is where 
people—when they are left to their imaginations, to 
their creativity—respond and find very, very 
interesting ways. 
 

David Cayley 
Majid Rahnema's current work is a book on the 
meaning of poverty. A preview was published in 
1991 in Interculture's quarterly journal, under the 
title "Global Poverty: A Pauperizing Myth." There, 
Rahnema explored the history of the idea of poverty 
and pointed out that it always changes in lock step 
with concurrent conceptions of what constitutes a 
need and what in given circumstances is enough.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
I come from a family where, when my grandfather 
was dying, he said to his children, I have left 
nothing for you but I don't think you'll ever be poor 
because I have left you with something that, if you 
follow it, will make you very, very well off all your 
life. And that's the idea of needlessness, which is 
part of my belief. He was a darv_sh; he was a Sufi. If 
poverty is nothing but lacks, and resources to be 
found in order to meet those lacks or deficiencies, 
especially in economic terms, how is it that in the 
richest country in the history of the world, which is 
the United States, you have still forty million people 
who, according to official statistics, live below the 
poverty line? 
 
The problem is not simple. If we go on, just talking 
in economic terms, defining the poor and then 
solving the problems of the poor, we will find that 
we are involved in a rat race between needs that we 
impute to people and resources that will never be 
available to meet them. I think I told you the other 
day that I'm thinking of calling the book I'm now 
writing on poverty, The Painful Loss of Enriching 
Poverty, because I have the feeling there were a lot of 
poverties that were beautiful, that did not 
correspond to a miserly or a destitute way of living, 
that great people like St. Francis or other prophets 
chose as the best way for them to live. And now, 
these poverties are very important things from 
which we can learn and through which we can see 
the kind of miseries that we are preparing in the 
name of richness. 
 
So some thought should go into the question, what 
is it to be rich and what is it to be poor? And, 
unfortunately, no language can help us because the 
word poverty is one of the few words that has always 
carried its opposite within it. I mean, you know very 
well that most cultures have glorified voluntary 
poverty because they've seen all these people who 
have chosen a simple, frugal life, people who were 
ready to share with others and not to accumulate. 
Now, you also know that most cultures despise the 
kind of richness that you get out of ostentatious 



accumulation of wealth. So poverty may be a kind of 
richness and richness can be a very poor, miserable 
way of living. So let us just get out of all these things 
and perhaps find new ways of tackling this 
question. 
 
David Cayley 
Development theory has generally spurned 
Rahnema's relativistic sense of what constitutes 
poverty and relied instead on a single, absolute 
standard. It has derived this standard from the 
formal economic categories in which we 
conventionally judge whether people are better or 
worse off—income, employment, gross product, and 
so on. This has served to disguise the fact that where 
production for the market supplants subsistence, 
poverty often increases along with wealth.  
 
Majid Rahnema 
When we destroy people's subsistence—and this is 
what modernity has been for five hundred years—it 
has been a war on people's way of living in which 
we make them dependent on so many things that 
are good in a particular fragmented frame, but upset 
people's autonomy, upset people's way of dealing 
with their problems—I think what we then bring in 
terms of solutions is just a band-aid operation. It's 
like making somebody sick and then giving that 
person aspirin. The whole economic system of 
production in Africa has been distorted both by the 
introduction of the capitalist system and also by the 
creation of modern nation states. They don't 
correspond to the way people organized their own 
governance before. 
 
As a result of that, people depend on the market. In 
Mali and Senegal when I was there, there were 
pressures from every side, especially from the World 
Bank, which gave credits to farmers to replace multi-
cultures with peanuts—groundnut culture—because 
they were better in the market. So they gave them 
credits; and, for a while, the situation became 
better—until one day the price of peanuts fell on the 
markets and a lot of peasants were deprived of their 
own way of doing things. You have excellent studies 
on that matter. I don't know whether you've seen, 
for instance, Silent Violence by Michael Watts. He 
shows how in Nigeria the introduction of this whole 
capitalist system of production destroyed the very 
basis of food security. 
 
David Cayley 
For Majid Rahnema, part of understanding the 
failure of development is understanding that it 
cannot be replaced by some other comprehensive 

answer. In his view, development's pretension to 
universality was the reason it was so destructive. A 
new universalism would therefore miss the point. 
What Rahnema wants to know is what it's like to 
live without a panacea in your pocket. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
I have the feeling we should stop thinking in terms 
of institutions and just realize that institutions are 
dead but all institutions are run by human beings 
who can choose between death and life. If you're a 
bureaucrat, you have chosen to be dead, a 
respectable mummy. But if you have chosen to be a 
free person, then I think despite everything that is 
wrong today, a lot of surprise is waiting for you. I 
think I have passed that period where I would say 
that everything which comes from the grassroots is 
beautiful, everything that comes from the people is 
beautiful—I don't share that because I think that 
massive view is something that doesn't correspond 
to truth. 
 
But what I can affirm with certainty is the 
unpredictability of the world in which we live, a 
world which is full of surprises—and full of 
beautiful surprises as much as bad surprises. It is a 
serendipitous world, and anything can happen. Did 
anyone foresee what happened in the Soviet Union? 
No. And today if we think that we are secure 
because we live in the United States or in Canada, 
countries that have never been communist, where 
capitalism is going to protect us, I really think that is 
crazy. No one knows what will happen to 
capitalism. The moment we really look into things, 
we see that uncertainties are the only certainties on 
which one can rely. The certainty of uncertainties. 
 
Seeing that would make us probably depend less on 
our certainties and would make us become human 
beings; and I think the moment we really become 
human beings and we know that being is relating 
with others and have a totally different way of life, 
perhaps all these problems will be solved by 
themselves. Perhaps then you will see that poverty 
is a very simple thing and it may disappear if you 
have different types of human beings. But if you 
don't have them, nothing will happen. And perhaps 
we are reaching that world in which a lot of 
unpredicted changes, unpredictable changes can 
happen. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
On Ideas, you've been listening to a profile of Iranian 
writer and thinker Majid Rahnema. The program 
was Part Five of our series, "The Earth Is Not an 



Ecosystem," written and presented by David Cayley. 
Technical production was by Lorne Tulk; 
production assistants: Gail Brownell and Faye 
Macpherson. A collection of David Cayley's earlier 
programs on ecology is available in book form from 
James Lorimer & Company. It's called The Age of 
Ecology and it's in book stores now. The executive 
producer of Ideas is Bernie Lucht. 
 
Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 

Lister Sinclair 
Good evening; I'm Lister Sinclair and this is Ideas. 
Tonight, we present the final program in our series 
"The Earth Is Not an Ecosystem." The series was 
recorded at a conference called "Living with the 
Earth." It was organized by the Interculture Institute 
of Montreal and held at the Arts Centre in Orford, 
Quebec in the spring of 1992. The conference 
assembled speakers from India, West Africa, 
Europe, and the Americas to discuss the cultural and 
ecological limits to development. Tonight's program 
looks at alternatives to development—roads to peace 
and prosperity that do not involve environmental 
destruction or cultural dislocation. It's written and 
presented by David Cayley. 
 
David Cayley 
The first five programs in this series have explored 
various objections which communities throughout 
the world have expressed to development. These 
objections can be reduced to a few summary points, 
which are: that development is a uniquely Western 
idea and therefore corrosive of other cultures; that 
development undermines autonomy and self-
reliance by fostering external dependency; that 
development, by encouraging production for the 
market, pre-empts lands, forests, and waters 
necessary for subsistence; that development 
concentrates privilege and increases social 
polarization by tantalizing the many with what is 
actually available only to a few; that development 
injures social coherence and reduces social diversity; 
and finally, that development has resulted in almost 
universal ecological disruption. 
 
These points, taken together, amount to a cogent 
case for ending development and dismantling the 
institutions which claim it as their reason for being. 
But then the question arises: What would be the 
alternative? Can communities flourish without 
developing, regenerate without joining a race the 
majority can never win, achieve prosperity while 
still conserving nature? Tonight's program looks at 
one possible answer: a movement called 
Swadhyaya, which has transformed the lives of 
millions in India without ever a thought of 
development. 
 
Swadhyaya means literally "study of the self," and is 
the creation of a man called Pandung Shastri 
Athavale, better known by the affectionate name of 
Dada, or Dadaji, and for simplicity's sake I'll follow 
that usage here. Dada's teachings begin from the 
foundational idea of the Vedic tradition that God is 
within. His innovation has been to interpret bhakti, 



or devotion to that god, in terms of social 
engagement. At the conference on which this series 
is based, he was represented by his daughter, Didiji. 
She explained to me how devotion can become a 
dynamic social force and how this has led to what 
she calls "social experiments." 
 
Didiji 
When one starts having the feeling of gratefulness, 
then one starts wondering, what is the medium 
through which I can show my gratefulness towards 
the Lord. Then one starts sparing time for him. 
Normally what happens is that all the time we have 
is for ourselves and our livelihood. Then one starts 
sparing time at least once a week or one hour a week 
or, say, once in fifteen days. And sparing for God 
means going to the people—the children of the same 
Lord. Then one starts thinking ahead that, as I've got 
time of my own, instead of giving flowers and fruits 
to God, which were made by him, he should be 
given something which I own and that is my 
efficiency. 
 
Normally what happens is, if I am efficient in a 
specific thing, I use it for my own livelihood. If I'm 
good at speaking, my oratory, then I'm an advocate. 
But part of my efficiency should be given to the 
Lord. And this is the basic principal Dadaji gave to 
people. 
 
Traditionally, we feel that doing bhakti requires 
money for pilgrimages, for going to places where 
God exists. Dada says God is within you, so you 
don't need actually to go somewhere to see God. 
Other people say that at least I should be a literate 
person; I should know Sanskrit and recite certain 
verses, and only then can I be a bhakta—that is, a 
devotee. But then Dadaji gave a novel meaning to it 
and he said that you don't have to be anything for 
that but whatever efficiency you have got, giving 
that efficiency to the Lord, you are his own. And 
that's how the farmers started giving efficiency, and 
now they're doing yogeshwar krishi. Yogeshwar is 
God, and krishi means farming—so farming in the 
name of the God. 
 
They take a plot in a village and the swadhyayas of 
the village—the ones with the same thought and 
same understanding—cultivate that land in the 
name of God, because then that land is nobody's, it's 
God's land. They take turns cultivating that land, 
coming just twice a year, because there are so many 
of them. So, if I just work twice a year, I cannot claim 
that it's mine and I cannot claim that it's because of 
me that it has happened. The produce belongs to 

nobody. That means it belongs to God, because they 
have done it in the name of the Lord. 
 
Now, God doesn't want that produce—what's God 
going to do with that produce? So it is distributed in 
the village to the needy persons, the have-nots, I 
would put it, as the brothers and sisters of those 
farmers—children of the Lord—and as those people 
also have worked there, they don't feel bad in taking 
it as prasad. Prasad means something that you offer 
to God and, when God gives it back to you, that is 
prasad—divine benevolence. So they don't feel bad in 
taking that as prasad because they are not taking it 
from any human being—it's God's prasad they are 
having. So those needy persons are given that, and 
that's how the people have the satisfaction of doing 
bhakti. By giving efficiency, they need not study 
Sanskrit, they need not be literate—of course, we all 
agree that literacy is good—but it is not a 
prerequisite for becoming bhakta: you can be a 
devotee or you can be God's own son without even 
knowing or having all these things. 
 
So villagers are doing krishi, and in the same way 
fishermen are doing matsyagandha. The coastal area 
people, the fishermen, create a boat in the name of 
the Lord. They aside some money as the share of 
God and out of that money the boat is created. No 
donations are taken; no aid from government is 
taken; they do it themselves. And then they go 
fishing on that boat; say, fifteen or twenty people a 
day would go out and they also take turns on those 
boats. So even the fishermen take turns only once or 
twice a year, and then the produce, whatever comes 
out of it, is used for the needy people in their 
community—only the fishermen's community. 
 
David Cayley 
Experiments like these have today brought a new 
peace and prosperity to many Indian communities. 
It began from Bombay, in the fifties, with handfuls 
of Dada's followers going out into the surrounding 
villages. Gradually, the movement grew and today 
it has spread into all the neighbouring states, where 
it has touched the lives of literally millions of people. 
 
Didiji 
When a village has all swadhyayees, they will build 
up a temple. Now when I say "temple," you might 
have a feeling that, oh, this is some religious 
movement or some religious kind of thing. But it's 
nothing of that kind. Temples in the traditional 
sense of the term are just for prayers; but Dadaji says 
that prayers can be done at home—it's a personal 
dialogue with God. You need not go to a temple to 



do that. So he says that originally temples must have 
been socio-economic centres. So we need temples 
because in a village what happens is that one person 
has say, fifty acres of land and another person 
doesn't own any land at all. Every time they come 
across each other, one has a superiority complex and 
the other one has a inferiority complex, and Dadaji 
says that is no good. But telling somebody to disown 
his land and be the same as others is against human 
psychology—nobody would accept that. I mean, one 
should give some solutions which are practical, 
down-to-earth, and that go with human psychology. 
 
So what Dadaji says is that at least there should be 
one place in a village where everybody is the same, 
or else everywhere you are whatever you are. In this 
place, you are no longer a big owner or money 
lender, or having two cars, or what-not; when you 
come there, everybody is the same. And this is how 
the social disorders or the social problems, which 
normally exist, can be solved. So temples were once 
social centres. There cannot be any other place 
where everybody can be on the same platform, 
except in front of God. So when I go to him—him 
that is God—I start feeling that whatever I do, if I go 
for a job or whatever, he is with me; he is my 
partner—not just a sleeping partner, he is a 
financing partner every time. 
 
So, if he has worked with me, wherever I went or 
whatever I did, then he should claim a share of that. 
So he's a partner and a share of my income should 
be given to him. I cannot just keep that share in my 
name. If I kept the government's share of my 
income, would the government allow it? If the 
government has its own share, then God should be 
given his share. So that share is given in front of the 
Lord. It might be a gunny bag full of wheat or a 
gunny bag full of rice—whatever my income may 
be. That is decided by oneself. Or, if I have a job, it 
might be a cash payment. But that is not charity, that 
is the share of God. It's not a charity given to God; 
it's not a donation given to God. It is his right and 
God takes it rightfully as his share. 
 
But when God's share is collected, then of course 
God doesn't need that for his temple or whatever, so 
that again is distributed among the needy people of 
the village and that's also in the form of prasad. So 
Dadaji's idea is that if a village has yogeshwar krishi—
that's farming in the name of Lord—and one 
amrutalayam—literally meaning the abode of nectar, 
which is what we call these temples or socio-
economic centres—then there'll be no social 
problems or economical problems in that village. 

And if that is all done, we don't need wealthy 
people to give charity or give donations, and we 
don't need social workers to come to the villages and 
do something, because then they are of one family, 
they can solve their own problems. We don't need 
the government, because we can handle our own 
welfare if these two kind of experiments are there. 
 
David Cayley 
So what kind of changes do you see in villages and 
communities when people follow this way? 
 
Didiji 
Oh, there's a lot of change. If one knows the 
background of Indian villages and Indian systems, 
then it's easier to understand the results because, if I 
tell you some results, for you, in this society, it may 
be nothing; but if you've studied the Indian system 
and culture, then you can appreciate it better. When 
people start seeing each other as brothers and 
sisters, then most of the problems and the quarrels 
in the village are gone. A better outlook towards 
ladies is developed. Each one in the village gets an 
identity. His self-esteem is preserved and 
developed, and he is empowered with self-
confidence. He doesn't have the feeling that he 
needs to go to somebody to ask for charity or 
donations—now he has got a feeling that he can do 
everything by himself. That's the greatest 
achievement, I feel. 
 
Indian customs caused ladies many problems, like 
being in purdah. Before, there were times when a 
father-in-law would not have seen the face of his 
daughter-in-law because women were always in 
purdah. But now they consider them as family 
members. Those ladies have gained an identity—
they can talk in a public lecture in a village. I mean, 
that's a tremendous change. If you know the prior 
situation prevailing in Indian villages, then you can 
appreciate it more. Then there are the downtrodden 
communities—although I don't like using the word 
"downtrodden," because at this moment with 
Dadaji's thoughts, I feel that they're my brothers and 
sisters—but just to make people understand, I'm 
using that word. By downtrodden communities I 
mean tribal communities, fishermen's communities, 
which were not accepted in the elite class of society. 
Now they are accepted as brothers and sisters and 
sometimes we feel that they are really closer to us 
than our real relatives. So this kind of family is built 
up. 
 
Don't you feel it's a tremendous change? I mean, the 
fishermen, the tribal communities, the vegetable 



sellers, people who resell vessels and resell clothes 
were not accepted as human beings. But now they 
are absolutely a part and parcel of swadhyaya parivar. 
Parivar is family. And all of us are proud that we are 
all one. That is the biggest change. Don't you feel it's 
a big change for city people to go to villages, having 
no specific monetary aim or no incentive in their 
minds, just having nothing except love within their 
hearts and going to villages. It's really difficult for a 
city person to go to a village, and going to villages in 
India is still more difficult. There are the conveyance 
problems, the road problems, and so many others. 
 
David Cayley 
Swadhyaya has many dimensions which it would be 
impossible to cover here. The point, in the limited 
context of this series of programs, is that under the 
influence of swadhyaya many Indian villages have 
flourished. In a sense, they have developed, but they 
have done so by drawing entirely on internal 
resources. Development as such has never been the 
aim. 
 
Didiji 
Because we deal with human beings and we work at 
the grassroot levels, the swadhyaya movement 
appears to be social work. Secondly, because Dadaji 
uses words like bhakti—devotion or love towards 
God, or gratefulness to God, people say, "Aw, it's 
religious." It appears to be so, but I would say that 
it's a philosophical and devotional work. We do go 
to people, we do work with them, we do go to the 
grassroot levels; we are definitely concerned about 
poverty. Of course with the experiments that are 
being done, the problems of poverty are also solved, 
but we are not there to do that. We are basically 
there to make a person understand his capacity, 
make him aware of himself, make him aware of his 
relationship with God, and to create self-esteem and 
self-confidence in him; and, while doing this, we 
make certain experiments. But whatever these 
accomplish is a by-product. That's not our aim—it's 
a by-product. 
 
Of course, all these problems are solved, and in that 
sense we have been absolutely part and parcel of the 
people who are working for development, but 
there's a very thin line between that and this, 
because our concern is for God. We spare time not 
for society, we spare time for God. We spare time for 
our own development and, while doing our own 
development, that has results in many other 
departments of life. But that's not our aim. 
 

So that's how we are different. And we are different 
in the sense that this is not a cult; this is not a sect. 
People call it sectarian, but it's not. People call it 
religious, but it's not. It's a family, and the head of 
the family is God. Our whole organization—again, 
organization to make you understand—our whole 
organization or movement, whatever you call it, 
runs as a family, a literal family. So the methodology 
is different; the philosophy is different; the structure 
is different; but the results are all same. And when 
the motive and structure and methodology are 
different, it is different. 
 
David Cayley 
Didiji, thank you. 
 
Didiji 
Oh, thank you so much for having taken an interest 
in our movement and the work we are doing. I told 
you yesterday that it's really very difficult to explain 
swadhyaya in such a short period of time, because I 
feel a certain tension about representing that big a 
movement and being asked questions about a 
movement where there are millions and millions of 
people working. So, if I have left anything out, it's 
not that whatever I told you is swadhyaya, but 
swadhyaya is much more than what I told you. 
Seeing is believing. So I extend my invitation to you 
and your friends to come to India and see whatever 
you have heard and see much more than whatever I 
have told you. 
 
 * * * * 
 
 
Majid Rahnema 
He asked me, do you believe in God? I was very 
astonished by the question. I was not prepared at all, 
because nobody asks you this question. And then I 
really don't know sometimes whether I can answer 
this question, because the G I believe in is very 
different from a lot of Gs which people call gods. 
And so, when he asked me and I had to answer 
then, I looked at him and I said, you know, 
[laughing] if Khomeini had asked me this question, I 
would have said no, because I don't believe in a 
vengeful, monstrous thing that comes and corrects 
people's attitudes and tells them what to do and 
what not to do. But the way I've seen you defining it, 
I said, I think I would say yes. And he was very 
pleased. He came to me and he said, "Then we are 
brothers." 
 
David Cayley 



This is Majid Rahnema, a former Iranian diplomat, 
cabinet minister, and U.N. official, whose career in 
the development field was the focus of the previous 
program in this series. He first met Dada in Bombay 
in the late eighties, at a time when he had renounced 
his faith in development and become interested in 
alternatives. Swadhyaya attracted his notice because 
it seemed to have grown entirely from its own roots. 
He got to know Dada and found out something of 
swadhyaya's history. He learned that as a young man 
Dada read widely in Hindu philosophy and 
scripture, but was much preoccupied with the 
question: Why has all this spiritual wealth failed to 
solve India's crippling social problems? Eventually, 
he came to see the solution in a rededication of the 
two days a month a devotee owes to God as bhakti. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
He said to these nineteen people who had worked 
with him in the creation of swadhyaya, look, it's 
obvious that God is within every person and God 
doesn't need us to go into the temple and pray for 
him, so let's try to do what God wants us to do, 
because he needs us—that's why he's within us. So, 
instead of going two days to the temple every 
month, let's accumulate this for six months, so we'll 
have twelve days, about two weeks, and then let's 
go to the villages and find what we can do for the 
people. But let's not intervene. And my interest was 
sparked by the whole principle that they would not 
intervene. 
 
So these people formed four groups of four or five 
each and they went for two weeks to different 
villages. And then he said, please don't give them 
any message; just say the basic message of our belief, 
which is that there is a god within every person—
you have to realize that; the rest will come 
automatically. 
 
And this is how it happened. One of these nineteen 
told me, we did it the first year but we thought that 
it couldn't succeed. What's the point of going to a 
village and saying nothing? And especially the first 
time, the villagers were very suspicious. What are 
these people doing? What do they want? I mean, 
they say they don't want anything. They just say, the 
God within me wants to talk to the God within you, 
that's all. And they were suspicious because they 
said, either they want something political or it's a 
new cult and so on. 
 
And then, at the end of the year, apparently Dada 
said to them, that's good, let's try this next year. And 
here there is a notion of time that's very different 

from what you have in the North. They took their 
time. I mean, three, four, five, six years—and just 
doing the same thing every year. And gradually, 
people in these villages were interested and said, 
well, now we see that you're really nice people, so 
tell us what to do. This was their first reaction: 
you're good people; we know we are ignorant; we 
are peasants; you've told us so many interesting 
things, even about our own culture; so tell us what 
to do and we'll do it. 
 
And they refused, absolutely, on the ground that the 
villagers had to take the initiative, based on their 
knowledge of their situation, and only then could 
they interact. And this is how it happened. In the 
early fifties, these nineteen people started. It took 
them about ten, twelve years to become something 
like two thousand. And then, suddenly, this 
mushroomed as their numbers increased. Then 
many people were marching on one single village 
and coming from different areas. And again, their 
numbers grew and grew. 
 
When you see what they have done, it's absolutely 
tremendous, because they have kept to certain basic 
principles. If you have a god within you, you don't 
need anybody else. Therefore, self-reliance is not a 
consequence of an ideology, it is intrinsic to the very 
belief that there is a god within you, because if there 
is a god within you, of course, who else do you 
need? So you don't need any money from anybody; 
you don't need any help, because you can listen to 
the god within you. So they didn't receive a penny 
from anybody; and yet, if you go there, you'll see the 
whole economic paradigm become shaky because 
they have made a lot of money. They have created a 
lot of money out of no money. Somebody told me 
their assets now exceed one billion rupees. They 
have big farms; they have big places where they 
have done a lot of things—all the work of these two 
days in the month, the work of their bhakti, and they 
call that the impersonal wealth that belongs to God. 
 
David Cayley 
Swadhyaya is both a revival, a return to religious 
roots, and a profound innovation. Like Gandhi, 
Dada has used his tradition to purge his tradition of 
its unworthy elements. For example, he has worked 
against untouchability and the caste system, but 
always on prior religious grounds. 
 
Majid Rahnema 
One year, during the D_w_l_ festivities—the big 
feast in India where everybody goes and presents 
others with gifts—he said, have we thought that one 



swadhyaya village, as a village, should go and give 
gifts to another village? Let's try this. The people 
found this a good idea, but he had something else in 
mind as well. So after the people accepted, 
apparently he said, but a village is not a person, so 
how can a village go and do this? We will have to 
see who in that village will go and stay with who in 
the other village. So let's draw lots. For instance, 
you, David, could be chosen to go and give your 
present to John or whoever it is in that village. 
Obviously, according to the probability law, you 
could be a Brahmin and the other one could be an 
untouchable. 
 
The god who is within you has indicated that you 
should go and stay a whole night with an 
untouchable—not only eat from the same plates but 
be with him, with that family. And this is what 
happened. And it was an absolutely extraordinary 
thing. For two days, you had this entirely new 
mixture transcending the idea of classes and people 
living that and finding that it was really a beautiful 
thing to do. Now this is not something that is part of 
the developmental objectives. It is something that 
goes much deeper. I visited a village and saw how, 
in one family, the relationship between men and 
women had changed. In such a hierarchical and 
structured society as India, I really was amazed to 
see how that woman was running that house. 
 
She showed me the whole house, and then I said to 
her that I had heard that before the swadhyaya came, 
the men here were not very nice with women and 
they were beating them. (And, by the way, the man 
was standing behind the woman and the woman 
was all the time talking to me, not the man.) And I 
said, was your husband beating you sometimes? 
And here was this beautiful Indian woman, and she 
didn't want to answer. It was a tremendously tense 
moment. She just preferred not to answer. 
 
But here the man took over. He looked at me; he 
took his wife's sari and he brought it down and he 
showed me scars on the woman's shoulder. And he 
said, yes, I did all that; I did all that before I was 
with swadhyaya. And I really was so moved and I 
asked him, do you do it now sometimes? He said, of 
course not; how could I do it? How could I do it? But 
this is the type of thing we were doing, he said, 
because we had not listened to the god within us. 
 
Then I asked the woman how it had happened that 
their house was so much better than before—
because, although I hadn't seen the house before, I 
had heard that this was not a very prosperous 

village. I asked whether they had had new earnings 
and so on, and I found that that really wasn't it. She 
explained to me that almost half of the money that 
her husband was earning had gone to alcohol, or 
things that went out of the house. And through this 
spiritual change that had happened, a whole new 
management of things had taken the place of the old 
ways. 
 
So the differences cannot be really defined in 
concrete terms but, when you go to a swadhyaya 
village, you immediately find that things are much 
cleaner, people have a more co-operative mood, and 
everybody participates. Everybody participates. 
 
 * * * * 
 
R.K. Srivastava 
This man who is one of the swadhyayees came to 
Delhi, and we were having our lunch on the lawn in 
our centre. He talked about swadhyaya and I thought 
it must be some kind of a sect or a cult or something 
of that kind, a traditional religious thing. He said 
something to the effect that the proof of the pudding 
is in the eating, and so I said, okay, I'll come. 
 
David Cayley 
R.K. Srivastava is a sociologist at the Centre for the 
Study of Developing Societies in New Delhi. The 
encounter he just described happened in 1986, on 
the eve of a big swadhyaya gathering in Allahabad, a 
pilgrimage centre in northern India. He went there 
and was astonished by what he found. In a place 
legendary for its chaos and incivility, a tent city of 
some four hundred thousand people had been 
created in just a week. And in this temporary 
"township," as Srivastava calls it, he found only 
order, courtesy, and calm. 
 
R.K. Srivastava 
When I peeped into this township, I found it 
spotlessly clean, antiseptically clean, and not a single 
policeman in sight. There were no vendors and there 
were piles of oranges. People were taking them and 
just leaving money, what was the fixed price—
nobody to supervise anybody. And then, two or 
three things that I eavesdropped, literally, were so 
touching, so electrifying, that I said I must study this 
movement. It was summertime when I could get 
some days off from my work and I went to their 
villages. I made about a month-long trip to various 
places where their work is going on. I had read their 
literature, so I knew where their work was going on 
and where it was not going on. So I had two sets to 
compare—a swadhyaya village and a non-swadhyaya 



village; a swadhyaya person and a non-swadhyaya 
person. The difference is so glaring and the impact is 
so immediate that then I decided to study at length. 
So I'm right now in the midst of writing a book on 
the movement. 
 
David Cayley 
In the course of his research, R.K. Srivastava has 
noticed again and again the extraordinary 
effectiveness of swadhyaya activities. Swadhyayas, for 
example, plant trees, often in quite inhospitable 
places. But the results are strikingly different from 
what is usually accomplished by government-
sponsored social forestry programs. 
 
R.K. Srivastava 
There is a lot of wasteland in India, a lot of land 
which is so degraded, so spoiled that it is 
unrecoverable. So the government of India has a 
wasteland reclamation scheme. Any body of people 
that wants to reclaim that land and make it fertile 
again is given a long lease—hundred-year or 
perpetual lease—on plots of land where a blade of 
grass would not grow—rocky, barren, and so on. In 
this part of the world—on the Deccan Plateau in 
Maharastra and Gujarat—there's a lot of such land. 
So the swadhyayees take a fifty-acre plot, or a forty-
acre plot—a huge area. Then thousands of them 
work on that land as bhakti, giving their labour out 
of love for God once a fortnight or once a month. 
There are villagers and townspeople—they may be 
doctors; they may be chartered accountants; they 
may be company directors; they may be illiterate 
textile-mill workers from Ahmadabad. They 
religiously go to this land once a fortnight and work 
for twenty-four hours and during that time they are 
called pujaris, which means priests. 
 
So they slowly upgrade the land. After two or three 
years of upgrading this land, on one fine day they 
bring lots of saplings, ten or fifteen thousand of 
them. Within five minutes the entire orchard land is 
planted. Now these are big plots—just one village 
cannot tend them—so twenty or twenty-five villages 
and neighbouring towns may be involved. Lots are 
drawn to see who will tend the trees. Some will get 
the chance to serve for only twenty-four hours in an 
entire year. Each person is allotted a number of 
trees. He has to tend it as a priest would take care of 
a church, because he sees this as a temple. These are 
drought-prone areas of India and there are a lot of 
social forestry programs where the casualty rate of 
saplings is as high as eighty to ninety per cent. Here 
not a single tree dies; not a single sapling dries. 
 

I've seen one in the Ran of Kutch area, where the hot 
winds create dust blizzards, like your snow 
blizzards, and the moisture just evaporates in no 
time. So they made a very creative use of bamboo 
sticks. Four sticks would be dug in the ground and a 
curtain of gunny sack—which you get in India in 
plenty—is stuck around them and wetted, so that 
the moisture is provided to the sapling. 
 
So, in an area where hundreds of cattle were at one 
time dying, these trees have survived. And now, 
four years later, they are beautiful plants six or seven 
feet high—coconut palms and mango groves. And 
the principle is the same as you have in yogeshwar 
krishi or in matsyagandha and so on. It's not a social 
forestry program. It's something else, but there are 
now about fourteen or fifteen of them in Maharastra 
and Gudjarat. 
 
David Cayley 
Through its remarkable successes and growing 
numbers, swadhyaya has begun to become 
increasingly visible to the rest of Indian society. But 
so far, Srivastava says, Dada has guided his 
movement strictly along its own path, steering clear 
of the entrapments of political power on the one 
hand and religious orthodoxy on the other. 
 
R.K. Srivastava 
Orthodoxy cannot catch him, because he does not 
confront them, he circumvents them, and I think it's 
a beautiful strategy, if you do not want to get caught 
in petty disputes over constituencies. He beautifully 
circumvents all this and neither the orthodox can 
catch him or fault him for what he is doing, nor can 
the politicians. He has a following of about ten 
million people—more than the size of many 
European countries—so the politicians are bound to 
be tempted to try to either infiltrate, or sabotage, or 
capture the movement. So he has been very careful 
about that. 
 
David Cayley 
R.K. Srivastava has devoted his scholarly career to 
the study of development. He has studied the 
Gandhian movement in India and the green 
movement in Europe. By the time he encountered 
swadhyaya, he was disillusioned with movements 
which billed themselves as "alternative," but which 
he thought were actually offering the same old 
paradigm in a new package. But Dada, he says, has 
taken a different approach, aiming above all for a 
change from within. 
 
R.K. Srivastava 



My sense is that he feels that no development will 
amount to anything unless and until man is 
changed, and the best way to change man is to use 
what is already there but give it new interpretations. 
The traditional interpretation of bhakti involved a 
very ritualistic kind of devotion: ringing bells, 
offering fruits and plants and sweets to God, 
observing fasts and so on. He has used that for 
something very, very different, something very 
novel. He reinterprets traditional symbols and gives 
them new meanings. And it appeals to the minds of 
people. 
 
I don't think he had a neat blueprint when he began 
in the '30s that this was how it would go. It keeps on 
evolving; it's an ever-growing kind of thing. It's not 
a movement, as he said very correctly. One says that 
only for want of a better word. It's more like a 
stream, or the layers of an onion, or new petals 
appearing on a flower. Every six months or eight 
months when I go, I find something very new. And 
it continues to grow and evolve from the local needs 
of the people, the local conditions and the kinds of 
expertise they have, the kind of things that they 
want to do, and then it's woven in a particular 
pattern. That is what is happening. 
 
But the important thing that is behind all this is his 
belief that nothing can change the condition of 
mankind unless and until man himself is changed. 
And when I say "man," I mean to say also 
womankind. I am not a swadhyaya, but I find that 
this is a very viable alternative and, if anything can 
succeed, this is the thing. I have been in the 
development problematic business now for about 
two decades, and if anything seems to be 
succeeding, it is this. The NGOs do not seem to be 
succeeding; the government has miserably failed; 
and if I see any ray of hope, this would be it. Call it 
by whatever name you want. If it's known by any 
other name and if it can do the kind of things 
swadhyaya has done, I'll be gratified, because not 
only as a scholar but also as a human being, my 
heart is that the world should change for the better 
and, if this kind of change is performed by anybody 
in a participatory manner, I am all for it. 
 
David Cayley 
I have not presented this brief sketch of swadhyaya 
because I consider it to be in any sense a typical 
grassroots movement. On the contrary, as I hope I've 
made clear, I don't think there is or could be such a 
thing as a typical grassroots movement. People's 
initiatives are inherently diverse, just as they are. 
Swadhyaya originated in one man's burning 

question. In time, its very success will probably 
engender new questions. But for now, it shows one 
way in which regeneration can occur without aid, 
without animation, and without reference to any 
body of foreign ideas whatsoever. 
 
This series has presented the views of a diverse 
group of scholars and activists whom I met at a 
conference on the cultural and ecological limits to 
development, in the spring of 1992. I found amongst 
them a rough consensus, which, in conclusion, I 
would summarize as follows: Every culture, every 
civilization, so long as it has its taproot in living soil, 
exists within its own horizon. It has its own space, 
its own time, its own possibilities, its own sense of 
what constitutes nature. But today, many minds are 
in the grip of a vision of unity. The image of earth 
alone in space decorates T-shirts and sells sneakers; 
we have world trade, world order, and a World 
Bank. Development is another of these unitary 
dreams. What was once only a visionary gleam in 
the eye of the Enlightenment, the idea of the unity of 
mankind has become today a system of rule, and 
lots of people seem convinced that this rule is good 
and necessary; that we ought to manage planet 
earth. 
 
But who is we? And what is being managed? Only 
our lowest common denominator: a species and an 
ecosystem. The great majority of people in the world 
do not belong to this imperial we and actually are 
mocked by it. They cannot profit from world trade 
or benefit from world banks. They belong to a place 
on which they depend, a place whose dimensions 
are experienced and imagined in terms peculiar to 
that place. If they lose that, the majority can hope for 
only a shadowy and marginal existence in the 
ecological imperium of the managed planet. For a 
long time, the West has felt itself to be the bearer of a 
universal destiny. But even after the forty years of 
the development crusade launched by Harry 
Truman in 1949, the majority are still not included 
and, increasingly, it is only the ideologically 
impaired who can convince themselves that they 
ever will be. What this majority requires today is not 
development but a truce in the war on their way of 
life, and a chance to regrow from their own roots. 
That is the consensus of the scholar-activists I have 
presented in this series. And that is why, for most of 
the people, most of the time, the earth is not an 
ecosystem. 
 
Lister Sinclair 
On Ideas tonight, you've been listening to the sixth 
and final program in our series "The Earth Is Not an 



Ecosystem." It was written and presented by David 
Cayley. Technical production was by Lorne Tulk; 
production assistants were Gail Brownell and Fay 
Macpherson. We would like to thank Kalpana Das 
and her colleagues at Interculture, the organizers of 
the conference on which this series was based. A 
collection of David Cayley's earlier programs on 
ecology is available as a book from James Lorimer & 
Company. It's called The Age of Ecology and it's in 
book stores now. The executive producer of Ideas is 
Bernie Lucht. 
 
Transcription by Hedy Muysson. 


