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7.1 INTRODUCTION

At the start of the 20t century when the tentacles of the industrial revolution was
spreading itself rapidly in the West, Gandhi foresaw that a time would come when those
in a mad rush to multiply their wants, would retrace their steps and say: what have we
done? He shuddered to think of the inevitable disaster if India were to take to
industrialisation in the manner of the West. It was a lone cry in the wilderness as the
West subscribed more to the Keynesian theories and values. In 1930, during the world-
wide economic recession, Lord Keynes had actually said that ** for at least another
hundred years we must pretend to ourselves and to every one that fair is foul and foul
isfair; for foul isuseful and fair is not. Avarice and usury and precaution must be our
gods for a little longer still. For only they can lead us out of the tunnel of economic
necessity into daylight™. The world scoffed at Gandhi's warnings when he said " The
economic imperidism of asingletiny idand kingdom (the UK) is today keeping the world
in chains. If an entire nation of 300 million took to similar economic exploitation, it would
strip the world bare like locusts.” He had anticipated most of the environmental problems
that we face today.

Today one of Gandhi's best-known aphorisms, that the "the earth provides enough to
satisfy every man’s needs, but not every man’s greed" has become a popular slogan all
over the world encompassing the essence of nature and its conservation. In fact the
preamble of the Earth Charter which was formally launched in 2000 echoes these sentiments
of Gandhi when it says, "We stand at a critical moment in earth's history, a time when
humanity must choose its future.... The choice is ours: form a globa partnership to care
for Earth and one another or risk the destruction of ourselvesand the diversity of life....
Fundamental changes are needed in our values, institutions, and ways of living. We must
realize that when basic needs have been met, human development is primarily about
being more, not having mow".
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Aims and Objectives

After studying this Unit, you should be able to unde stand

® Ancient Indias views on environment and conse ation;

® Culture of greed- Views of environmentalists from the West and East;
a Lifein Gandhi's Ashrams,

e _ Influence of Gandhi's thoughts on conservation on the environment movement in
India.

7.2 ANCIENT INDIA'S VIEWS ON ENVIRONMENT AND
CONSERVATION

India's ancient religious books, literature and folklore point towards maintaining a
harmonious and humane attitude towards nature and the environment. Our scriptures
taught us to respect and revere nature as it supports our life, as well as all living beings
on the planet. Dally life and activities, religious festivals, were all greatly influenced by the
seasons and planetary positions especially of the sun and moon. Houses were built and
designed by first determining the east and west direction (in other wordsthe sun), a small
garden for trees and medicinal plants was a must. When forest wood was cut for the
kitchens there were rules for the people to plant new trees. The concept of Panchavati
(literally grove of five trees) set down rules of planting five important trees like Banyan,
Pipal, Ashoka, Bela, Harda or the trees commaon to that particular region thus ensuring
that man would live in an environment where there is foliage and many trees. Practically
Panchavati required every Indian to plant five trees and tend to them till they matured
and to worship them. This was an act of returning one’s debt of gratitude to mother
earth. Gandhi's own views were similar as is apparent from the following lines: “I find
in the practice of tree worship an instinet of deep pathos and poetic beauty. It symbolizes
true reverence for the entire vegetable kingdom, which with its endless panorama of
beautiful shapesand forms, declares to us as it were with a million tongues the greatness
and glory of God." VT

7.3 RETURN TO NATURE

With urbanisation and modem man's hectic pace of life, we have sadly moved away from
nature. This is a pity because if we only paused and observed nature there is a lot we
can learn from her. For instance the earth supports a trees and plants right from the
seedling stage. The plant or tree in turn gives back to the carth when it sheds its leaves
or when it flowers or fruit fall down. These leaves and flowers decompose and become
invaluable compost replenishing the earth once more. So the cyvele of ‘giving, supporting
and returning' goes on in nature. Moreover out of comvenience we easily resort (o using
disposable goods, be it tissues, glasses, plates and even cameras. But the Gandhian
economy teaches us to recycle or create new praducts out of waste material. Only when
a society takes pains to limit its wants and consumption and recyele things can we have
a sustainable economy.

Gandhi took a holistic view of life and did not view the various spheres of life in
watertight compartments. This holistic view is very much in tune with human ecology.
Through his own example he wanted us to limit our wants saying that while he
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acknowledged that a certain degree of comfort was necessary, beyond a certain level it
would be a hindrance rather than a comfort or help.

After reading Adolf Just's book 'Return to Nature', Gandhi was convinced that he
should share hislife not only with human beings but also with animals, birds, plants and
trees in the environment. He tried to return or give back to nature what he took from
nature and also led a life of voluntary smplicity so asto restrict how much he took from
nature. His was not the Western anthropocentric view that man is superior to nature and
thus can freely exploit or subjugate it. Rather he believed that life has to be led with
mutual sharing and not exploitation in order to lead a peaceful, sustainable life. He said,
"l venture to suggest that it is the fundamental law of nature, without exception, that
Nature produces enough for our wants from day to day, and if only everybody took
enough for himsalf and nothing more, there would be no man dying of starvation in this
world."

74 LIFE IN TOLSTOY FARM AND THE ASHRAMS IN
INDIA

Life in the Ashram was one of simplicity and in harmony with nature. He believed that
with simpleliving, the resources of the earth could be conserved and thus sustain life on
the planet. Let us take a look at how Gandhi lived with his large group of satyagrahis
on Tolstoy Farm.

Gandhi believed that *'the great Nature has intended us to earn our bread by the sweat
of our brow", and so there was no concept of keeping workers or servants. Everyone
joined hands in sharing all the work- in bread labour or manual labour. The cottages
were erected by themselves with mud bricks and corrugated sheets.

The nearest big city Johannesburg was at a distance of 21 miles one way, yet the settlers
walked this entire distance both ways and carried home-cooked food. Not only were all
expenses cut down by not maintaining a horse carriage or eating out, but in addition the
walking helped even the physically frail to become healthy.

Sanitation and Waste Disposal

Gandhi was of the firm belief that defecating in the open and spitting, blowing one's nose
on the road was a sin against God and humanity and smacked of total disregard and
inconsideration to others. He felt even aforest dweller, if he did not properly cover and
dispose of hiswaste deserves to receive a heavy pendty for his act. He explained to the
people how by such thoughtlessness we were spoiling our sacred river banks and its
waters, providing excelent breeding grounds for flies so that even when we bathed in the
water our bodies were being defiled. .

Despite the large number of settlers, there was no refuse or dirt anywhere on the Farm.
All rubbish was buried in trenchessunk for that purpose. Night soil was put into square
pits which were one and a half foot deep and then fully covered by the excavated earth
so that there was no trace of bad odour. Over a period of time, this was converted to
manure for the farm thus saving lakhs of rupees as well as ensuring a hygienic way of
waste disposal without the outbreak of epidemics.

It was arule in the Ashram that nothing should be wasted. Every effort was made.to
recycle everything. Even the sticks used for cleaning the teeth were cleaned and dried
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and used as fire wood. He used water very sparingly. No water was permitted to be
thrown on the roads. All waste water was collected in buckets and used to water the
trees. Kitchen waste was converted to compost.

Vegetarianism and Dietetic Experiments

Before leaving for England Gandhi hed promised his mother that he would not touch wine
and meat. In England he found that the people just did not understand the concept of
vegetarianism and many friends tried to persuade him to eat meat even saying, ‘what is
the value of a vow made before an illiterate mother, and in ignorance of conditions
here?. But Gandhi was adamant and did not yield; though in his heart he was waiting
for the day when he would openly be able to eat meat and make every Indian a meat-
egter. But all this changed when he read Salt's 'Plea for Vegetarianism®. From then on
he became a vegetarian by choice and the spread of vegetarianism became his mission.
He read al the books on vegetarianism that he could lay his hands on, like the "Ethics
d Diet', 'The Perfect Way in Diet' and as aresult of al this literature, dietetic experiments
took an important place in his life. To Gandhi, vegetarianism contained practical, ethical,
religious and medical values. He cameto the conclusion that man’s supremacy over the
lower animals did not mean that man should prey upon the latter, but that man should
protect all lower beings and that there should be mutual aid between the two. He aso
found vegetarian food to be less expensive. Rgjection of all spicesand condiments was
more conduciveto a health and though food tasted bland he soon came to the conclusion
that the real seat of taste was not the tongue but the mind.

Though the settlers were of different nationalities and religions, there was a unanimous
approval for operating a single kitchen where only vegetarian food would be cooked.
Gandhi encouraged organic farming of both fruits and vegetables. The settlers ate home
grown vegetables and fruits along with home-baked bread made from coarse wheat flour
ground by them, from which the bran was not removed, home-made groundnut butter
and marmalade. 'Wheaten coffee’ made of roasted, powdered wheat grains proved to
be an excellent substitute for tea, coffee and cocoa.

Clothing

Boycott of foreign cloth and spinning of Khadi not only paralysed the British economy
and played a key role in gaining our freedom, but also Khadi utilised local resources,
men and materia and the traditional talents and skill that were in abundance in the India
- providing employment to millions. Also as Gandhi explained; wearing Khadi instead of
artificial or machine-made cloth was more suited for the Indian hot weather. Khadi, he
explained, easily absorbed the sweat from our bodies and thus was better for the skin.
Gandhi himself shed his western dress down to aloin clath and chaddar as he wanted
to identify himself with the poorest of the poor of India

Paper

Mirabehn once wrote about how she loved to silently watch Gandhi handle his writing
work. ""Nothing is ruffied or damaged by his hands and nothing is wasted'. Apparently
he would take a small piece of paper to write a letter. Finding it bigger than required
for his communique, he would fold it and tear it into two neat halves measuring 3"x5"
and then write whatever he wanted to write. He would then put it into a little basket for
outgoing letters. The next letter to be written is even shorter, so he would pick up a post
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card and write on it. For writing articles, he would extract a number of old sheets, with
writing on one side, but unused on the other- his “pusti” sheets. These were a collection
of blank pages mostly from backs of |etters and other communications which came in.
endless numbers by post.

Even pencils were used till they were just a stub. There is a very famous incident which
Mirabehn recounts when Gandhi could not find his pencil. All staff membershelped him
in his search. Not being able to find it, somebody brought him a new pencil. But Gandhi
wanted his little stump. So somebody brought him another stump. Gandhi said, 'Do you
expect me to be satisfied with somebody else's stump? Supposing you had lost your
child, would you be satisfied if somebody brought you another child and said, 'take this
one instead? After that a fresh desperate hunt was made and at last the little stump was
found and given to a beaming Gandhi.

Self-sufficient Villages and Village Industries

'How to turn waste into wealth’ was how Gandhi summed up the objectives of the
Village Industriesto the British. By encouraging village industries, he wanted to create
employment for thousands of villagers and shake them off their indolence. Gandhi’s
concept of the salf-sufficient village which produced enough for its own consumption was
also a great aid to conservation. On the other hand, when we consume things which are
produced in far off places, the resultant need for transportation increases fiel consumption,
pollution and cost.

Farming

Gandhi paid great attention to soil fertility and quality. He warned the people not to
resort to the modern mechanised ways of farming blindly as they may give great yields
quickly but in the long run it would deplete the soil and make it infertile. Instead, he
encouraged the making of organic manure which not only enriched the soil, but maintained
village hygiene and sanitation also, due to its effective way of disposal. He also admired
the methods of organic farming conducted by Albert Howard in Indore, wrote about his
methods of making organic fertilizer from a mixture of cow dung, farm wastes, wood ash
and urine.

Non-edible oil soap making: Gandhi was aware of the shortage of edible oils so with
the help of Dr.J.C.Kumarappa they found a way to make soap out of non-edible oil.
During the season villagers gathered neem seeds, crushed them in oil presses and from
the Neem oil made different types of soap. As a result there was also an awareness to
grow more trees and plants from which non-edible oil could be produced.

Leather craft and shoe-making: He wanted shoes and leather items to be made only
from 'ahimsa leather', i.e., from the hides of animalsthat had died naturdly. Similarly he
encouraged ‘ahimsa silk’, i.e. silk made from cocoons from which the silk worm had
turned to moths and flown away.

Cow Protection: Through the Goseva Sangh, Gandhi sought to improve the conditions
and breeding of cows. Gandhi was pained to see the cruelty inflicted on cows and
bullocks and even threatened to go on foot rather than on a bullock cart if they continued
to strike them with spiked sticks. His basic stance was to protect beings weaker than
man.
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Nature Cure

With the growing simplicity of hislife, Gandhi's didlike for medicines steadily increased.
After reading Just's Return to Nature, he started experimenting with earth treatment
and soon became an ardent advocate of both Kuhne's hipbaths and earth treatment.
Nature cure to Gandhi was a way of life that assistedithe patient to bring out his
own curative powers from within his body.

Prayer and Yoga

Daily prayer, meditation, fasting and yoga were a routine|in the ashram. In fact Gandhi
was constantly asking people to 'turn the searchlight inward’” and purify their hearts
as much as possible. Gandhi knew that unless people devel oped spiritually, they would
not be able to limit their wants, adopt a life of simplicity, or feel compassion for their
fellow human beings, other living beings and the envirdnment.

7.5 A CULTURE OF GREED

Why is consumerism which is fired by greed detrimental to the environment? This is
because over-extraction, over-fanning, over-consumption are al leading to pollution of
the air, water, soil and also denuding the forests thus greatly harming the ecological
system.

According to John Seed, also known as the Green Monk, we are in the middle of
the sixth mass extinction that has taken place on this planet since life began. Five times
before, we lost at least half of the flora and fauna so unless something is urgently
done towards conservation there would be a major catastrophe. According to him,
we livein a culture of greed and consumption in which media has greatly mided people
into believing that happiness lies in " having more”. Underlying this unrestricted pursuit
of wants is the illusion that 'the nature out there and the nature inside us is different’.
Thisillusion isthe cause of al our environmental problems. The reason for thisillusion
of separation is anthropocentrism, or the human folly in thinking that human beings are
a the centre of everything. But what the science of ecology and the wisdom of the
indigenous people reveal is that the world is a web and human beings are only a
strand. If we destroy one strand, we destroy the other strands and thus destroy
ourselves.

Albert Schweitzer, a contemporary of Gandhi had said, "Man has lost the capacity
to foresee and to forestal. He will end by destroying the earth'.

In his book 'Small is Beautiful', Schumacher pleads with his readers to listen to this
wisdom of Gandhi rather than to Lord Keynes-as pgople were want to- for whom
ethical considerations were not merely irrelevant but he actually thought them to be
a hindrance. Schumacher supports Gandhi's views on reducing our wants and greed.
if we have to save planet earth and her inhabitants and achieve 'permanent peace'.
He writes, " The cultivation and expansion of needs is the antithesis of wisdom. It is
also the antithesis of freedom and peace”.

It is only in the last five decades that the ecological consciousness gained momentum
and the classic book that launched the environment movement is Rachel Carson's 'Silent
Spring'. Shewrites, "We till talk in terms of conquest, We still haven't become mature
enough to think of ourselves as only a tiny part of a vast and incredible universe.
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Man's attitude toward nature is today critically important simply because we have now
acquired a fateful power to ater and destroy nature'™.

"But man is a part of nature, and his war against nature is inevitably a war against
himself. The rains have become an instrument to bring down from the atmosphere the
deadly products of atomic explosions. Water, which is probably our most important
natural resource, is now used and re-used with incredible recklessness”.

"Now, | truly believe, that we in this generation, must come to terms with nature,
and | think we're challenged as mankind has never been challenged before to prove
our maturity and our mastery, not of nature, but of ourselves.”

76 PEOPLE INSPIRED BY GANDHI'S THOUGHTS ON
ENVIRONMENT AND CONSERVATION

J.C.Kumarappa

Though Gandhi wrote and spoke at length about the ideal way to live, he did not
formulate a clear economic theory. The credit goes to one of Gandhi's closest disciples,
J.C.Kumarappa, wWho is considered to be one of the pioneers of the ecological movement
in India. His book 'Economy of Permanence: A quest for a social order based on
non-violence’ was founded on Gandhi's principles of Truth and Non violence. In fact he
never deviated from Gandhian thought and said that any economy associated with Gandhi's
name should subscribe to the principles of Truth and Non violence. This book has often
been cited as an example of 'green thought'. He said, "we should never lose sight of that
great teacher, mother Nature. Anything that we may devise, if it is contrary to her ways,
she will ruthlessy annihilate sooner or later. Everything in nature seemsto follow acyclic
movement. Water from the sea rises as vapour and falls on land in refreshing showers
and returns back to the sea again."”

As we can perceive, his economy was based on the 'Natural Order' and he believed
that human beings had a moral obligation to live in harmony with nature, of which
material resources were an integral part. Using simple examples of birds, animals and
bees he classified 'types of economy in nature' into five categories- parasitic, predatory,
enterprising, gregationary and service oriented. According to Kumarappa, there were two
kinds of material resources- one was the non-renewable type such as coal, mineral,
petroleum, etc, which was the 'Reservoir Economy' and the other was the kind which
could be increased by man's effort and hence inexhaustible- such as timber, cotton, etc.,
which was the 'Current Economy'. In an article on Kumarappa and his Economic
Philosophy, authors V.M.Govindu and D.Malghan explain that "in Kumarappa's scheme
of things, a 'Reservoir Economy' is predatory in nature because the society draws on
resources that it has not contributed to in any manner. This leads to a short circuiting of
the chain of rights and obligations. The 'Current Economy' on the other hand is predicated
on societiesfulfilling these obligations.™

As one can gather, much of his work concerned the careful use of natural resources. He
also appealed to the British not to tax the poor peasants for grazing their cattle or to
allow more land for growing of crops rather than growing of cash crops like jute,
tobacco and sugarcane.
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E.F.Schumacher

Veay similar to Kumarappa’s views on non-renewableresourcesis that of E.F Schurnacher
who was an economist, deeply influenced by Gandhi. Be likened fossil fuels or the non-
renewable resources to 'natural capital' which had been provided by nature and which
human beings took for granted. He warned that if we steadfastly insisted on treating this
'natural capital' as expendable, as if it were income, civilisation, and life itself, would be
endangered.

Post-independence, Schurnacher even served as an adviser to the Planning Commission
of India and introduced the concept of 'Appropriate Technology’. In 'Small is Beautiful'
he writes, ""As Gandhi said, the poor of the world cannot be helped by mass production,
only by production by the masses.... The technology of mass production is inherently
violent, ecologically damaging, self-defeating in terms of non-renewable resources”. He
explained that on the contrary, production by the masses was compatible with the laws
of ecology and gentle in its use of scarce resources.

Sunderlal Bahuguna

The Chipko (Hug the Trees) movement which by far has been one of the largest
environment movement in India was led by Sunderlal{Bahuguna, who had been blessed
by Gandhi one day before Gandhi's assassination. He and his wife Vimla were Sarvodaya
workers trained by Gandhi’s British disciple, Sarla Devi. In April 1973 he led the peasants
of Mandal, avillage in the Garhwal Himalaya and successfully thwarted the felling of
trees for commercial use by hugging the trees.

Other notable environmental activistsinfluenced by Gandhi are Chandi Prasad Bhat who
worked on ecological restoration in the Himalayan region, Vandana Shiva who has launched
her '‘Bija Satyagraha' to protect biodiversity and seed, Medha Patkar and Ramachandra
Guha.

7.7 SUMMARY

Dr.Sushila Nayyar, a close associate of Gandhi, summarises it well by saying- Gandhi
stood for simple living, walking on foot where possible, making maximum use of one's
own hands and supplementing human labour with aniimal power and simple machines
which did not become masters of men. Gandhi believed in voluntary reduction of one's
wants and taking from nature only as much as was absolutely necessary, returning the
wastes back to nature, so that the process of recycling and renewal could go on and
protect the natural resources. He knew that the natural resources of planet earth are not
inexhaustible, a truth which has been redlised by scientists, long after Gandhi had presented
it to mankind in the early years of the 20% century. When Gandhi wrote Hind Swaraj,
many thought he was turning the clock and wanted to fake us back into the middle ages.
We now readlise that he was far ahead of histimes- be it the area of ecological balance,
protection of environment and conservation of natural resources or in comprehending the
importance of simple living and the dignity of labour.

7.8 TERMINAL QUESTIONS

1. Briefly explain Gandhi's famous aphorism *'the earth provides enough to satisfy every
man's needs, but not every man's greed".
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2. Describe Gandhian life style and how you fedl it is conducive to conservation.

3. What changes do you think you can make to your life style which will aid in
conservation?
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