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The influence of Mohandas K. Gandhi on social and environmental movements in post-

colonial India has been widely acknowledged. Yet, the contributions of two European associates 

of Gandhi, Madeleine Slade and Catherine Mary Heilemann, better known in India as Mira Behn 

and Sarala Behn, have not received the due attention of the academic community. This 

dissertation is an examination of the philosophy and social activism of Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn and their roles in the evolution of Gandhian philosophy of socioeconomic reconstruction 

and environmental conservation in the present Indian state of Uttarakhand. Instead of just being 

acolytes of Gandhi, I argue that these women developed ideas and practices that drew upon from 

an extensive intellectual terrain that cannot be limited to Gandhi’s work. I delineate the 

directions in which Gandhian thought and experiments in rural development work evolved 

through the lives, activism, and written contributions of these two women. Particularly, I 

examine their influence on social and environmental movements, such as the Chipko and the 

Anti-Tehri Dam movements, and their roles in promoting grassroots social development and 

environmental sustainability in the mountain communities of Uttarakhand. Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn’s integrative philosophical worldviews present epistemological, sociopolitical, ethical, and 

metaphysical principles and practices that have local and global significance for understanding 

interfaith dialog, social justice, and environmental sustainability and thus constitute a useful 

contribution to the theory and practice of human emancipation in our times. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

TALES UNSUNG: VOICES IN STRUGGLES FOR CHANGE 
 

 
The scholars are everywhere believers, 
But never succeed in being weavers. 

He who would study organic existence, 
First drives out the soul with rigid persistence; 

Then the parts in his hand he may hold and class, 
But the spiritual link is lost, alas! 

 
— Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust, Part One 

 
1.1 Introduction 

The influence of the life and message of Mohandas K. Gandhi in environmental 

movements in India has been widely acknowledged. Scholars identify the Chipko Movement of 

the Indian Himalaya, which emerged in 1973 to save trees from commercial exploitation, as the 

beginning of the direct application of Gandhi’s philosophy and practice for social and 

environmental justice in India.1 While movements like the Chipko in which women emerged as 

powerful agents of social transformation, invited worldwide attention invoking much academic 

interest and debate on the nature of its discourse, there exists little scholarly work to understand 

why such an important mobilization of women and men for environmental protection should 

occur in the relatively small region of the Indian Himalaya (Garhwal and Kumaon), presently the 

northern Indian state of Uttarakhand (see Figure 1). 

 

1 Ramachandra Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the Environmental Movement in India,” in Environmental 
Movements in Asia, ed. Arne Kalland and Gerard Persoon (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1998), 65-82; Thomas Weber, 
Hugging the Trees: The Story of the Chipko Movement (New Delhi: Penguin, 1989); Ramachandra Guha, The 
Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1989). 
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Figure 1: Location and major regional divisions of Uttarakhand2 
 

Scholars have identified several people as initiators of the movement but few have drawn 

attention to the organizational and philosophical influences of two close women associates of 

Gandhi, Madeleine Slade and Catherine Mary Heilemann, better known in India as Mira Behn3 

and Sarala Behn. The philosophy and teachings of these Western associates of Gandhi had a 

formative influence on the struggle for social justice and ecological stability in the hills. Present 

literature has backgrounded, trivialized, and obscured the contribution of these two women as the 

creative and catalyzing forces behind social and environmental transformations in Uttarakhand 

Himalaya. 

These two women came to India inspired by Gandhi and his revolutionary ideas on 

nonviolent and equitable social and political reconstruction. Born in London within ten years 

2 Author. Regional divisions taken from: Louise Tillin, Remapping India: New States and Their Political 
Origins (London: C. Hurst & Co., 2013), 97. 

3 Behn is an appellation literally meaning ‘sister’ in Hindi. It is appended to first names as a respectful form 
of address and surnames, if any, are not used with this term. 

Map not to scale. 
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of one another, their lives followed different pathways. Yet, as anti-imperialists, they sparred 

intellectually and spiritually with issues of social justice, equality, and human dignity. Abjuring 

Western privileges, these women wholeheartedly embraced lives of voluntary poverty, lived 

and worked with and amongst the poorest of India, participated in India’s independence 

movement, and went to prison for the cause. Their faith in nonviolence and their passion to 

eradicate social and ecological injustice brought them to Gandhi’s constructive social work. 

This dimension of Gandhi’s work has received little attention by his contemporaries, in 

comparison to his more visible mass mobilization efforts against British rule.4  

The constructive program of Gandhi, developed in the 1930s, was a nonviolent and 

transformative social praxis fostering alternative conditions of living within socially 

sustainable, economically self-reliant and self-governing local communities. Gandhi’s aim was 

to create a decentralized, nonviolent, and autonomous body of leaders who would undertake 

the responsibility of attaining village self-reliance in India. He realized that failure in 

mobilizing support for the constructive program would lead to perpetuating the centralized, 

modernist, and imperialist legacies of their colonial rulers in independent India, leading to the 

exploitation and marginalization of the population.5 Towards his last days, Gandhi argued that 

after political independence from the British imperial rule, the Indian National Congress had 

“outlived its use.”6  He called upon its leaders not to represent the independent government as 

a narrow political party. He advised them to disband and convert the Congress into a 

decentralized Lok Sevak Sangh or “Association for the Service of the People.”7 In effect, this 

4 Bal Ram Nanda, In Search Of Gandhi: Essays and Reflections (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
2002), 7. 

5 Pyarelal Nayyar, Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase, vol. 10, Part II, (Ahmedabad: Navjeevan Press, 
1958), 674. 

6 Mohandas K. Gandhi, “Last Will and Testament,” Harijan. 12, no. 3 (February 15, 1948): 32. 
7 Ibid. 
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was to be a grassroots movement for social and economic development, undertaking 

constructive work in the villages of India. Its purpose was moral, social and economic 

independence. Gandhi had faith that even if a few chose to keep out of the political economy of 

the modern state, its power, institutions, and structures, there remains hope for a nonviolent 

social organization, which can be realized not by mere intellect, but through experience.8 

It was Mira Behn and Sarala Behn among a few, who took up Gandhi’s unfinished 

work towards the attainment of such a society. In doing so, both these women breathed new 

life into Gandhi’s constructive program, an idea previously ridiculed and abandoned by 

modern India, and strove to give it concrete shape through their activities in the hills of North 

India. They advanced and extended Gandhi’s constructive program, his philosophy on 

alternative readings of modernity, for social change, economic development, and ecological 

sustainability.  

The thoughts of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were unlike those of many other European 

and American women who came to serve the cause of the Indians in colonial India. Most others, 

who followed the Indian nationalist leaders or spiritual gurus of the times, idolized the men they 

admired, became disillusioned with modern culture and Western religious orthodoxy, and 

believed that social evils were the result of a fall from a utopian Golden Vedic Age. Although 

many such Western women became prominent teachers and social reformers in India, this 

contribution often came at the cost of essentializing “East” and “West.”9  Such characterization 

of Indian culture and society as a distinct identity, with an emphasis on the differences, real or 

imagined, from the West, not only hinders development of constructive ideas but also prevents 

8 Pyarelal Nayyar, Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase, vol. 10, Part II (Ahmedabad: Navjeevan Press, 
1958), 680. 

9 Kumari Jayawardena, The White Woman’s Other Burden: Western Women and South Asia during British 
Colonial Rule (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
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dialectical relationship with Western traditions from taking place.10 As will be evident in this 

thesis, for Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, the philosophy and practice of East and West were more 

complementary though not without differences. 

This thesis is not biographical research into the lives of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn. 

Neither is it focused on Gandhi and his ideas per se. While Gandhi’s ideas certainly influenced 

these women, the Gandhian perspective is not sufficient to understand their work and influence. I 

argue that Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s thinking evolved from their own experiences of the 

encounter between the East and the West, not from idealizing and following any one particular 

intellectual and spiritual tradition. In this exchange, they found viable alternatives to the modern 

concepts of scientific materialism, unlimited progress, and economic development. Thus, though 

associates of Gandhi, both Mira Behn and Sarala Behn moved in the world as active independent 

agents. Yet, they were “Gandhians” in the sense they were averse to putting their ideas into a 

fixed form, an idea abhorred by Gandhi himself, and in the sense both were fellow seekers of 

truth and believers of action in the real world. They incorporated those strands of modern 

western thinking and those of Gandhi’s about human development that seemed relevant to their 

own. They also did not have faith in merely philosophizing, but in the pragmatism of action-

oriented life for the service of not this or that people or nation or identity, but for all humanity. 

Beyond the haze of labels and monikers bestowed on them as so-called disciples of 

Gandhi, these women emerge as leaders initiating several projects after Gandhi’s death, as 

outspoken critics of independent India’s political and economic policies, and as astute 

environmentalists. These women held strong views and opinions against imperialism before they 

came to India to join Gandhi’s cause. As such, they were naturally drawn towards the cause of 

socio-political and economic issues like discrimination and exploitation of the weaker sections of 

10 Amartya Sen, “Indian traditions and the Western imagination,” Daedalus (Fall 2005), 169. 
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society. Thus, their contribution to the Indian independence movement and in post-independence 

environmental movements appear to be a logical outcome of the development of their own 

reflections and practical decisions with matters concerning social justice, equality, humanity, and 

nature. As activists and scholars they worked hard and selflessly, spoke to diverse audiences, and 

wrote tirelessly to draw attention to social and environmental issues in India and the world.  

 

1.2 Significance of this Research 

This thesis is significant because it is the first attempt to explore and analyze the little-

known story of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in creating a transformative and equitable public 

space in India. In contrast to the few biographical sketches of the women11, this study unfolds the 

unique dimensions of their philosophical framework, the nature of the experiences that led them 

to take up constructive social work in India, and the significance of their contributions to social 

and environmental movements in Uttarakhand. In this thesis, I wish to delineate the creative 

directions in which Gandhian socio-political and techno-scientific notions and experiments in 

rural development work have evolved through the lives, history of activism, and written 

contributions of these two women. The nature of their constructive work towards building self-

reliant and sustainable rural communities in the mountains needs to be considered in the context 

of the transformations they brought about. Both of them made a meaningful contribution to the 

body of thought on a new set of human values, socio-economic reconstruction and environmental 

conservation in post-colonial India. Hence, their interpretation of what the development of a 

newly independent society should be and what constitutes environmental sustainability and 

social empowerment are worthy of serious and systematic research. Their creative influence on 

11 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage (London: Longmans, 1960); Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds: 
Autobiography of Mahatma Gandhi’s English Disciple (Kausani: Lakshmi Ashram, 2010). 
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the participation of local people in grassroots social development with environmental 

sustainability also needs examination in the light of the thoughts and activities they imbibed, 

nucleated, and expanded. 

Why is it that, apart from a few studies,12 scholars have not understood the seminal role 

of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in the generation of the environmental movements in 

Uttarakhand? One reason could be that a majority of scholarly attention on Gandhi remains today 

focused on his principle of nonviolent resistance or Satyagraha (implying adhering to truth-force 

or soul-force to fight injustice). Thus, movements that use Gandhian methods of nonviolent 

protest tend to be associated with Gandhi and the immediate leaders and participants who use 

those tactics, tend to be tagged “Gandhians.” Therefore, little is known about the capacities for 

creative action and perceptual knowledge that is gained from Gandhian praxis, in other words, 

his constructive program under the framework of Sarvodaya (meaning socio-economic welfare 

of all). Thus, very few attempts are made to understand the nature of constructive social work in 

the hills that formed the groundwork of these movements, created and sustained by Mira Behn 

and Sarala Behn. Few studies that have so far mentioned the role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn 

in these movements, have not understood the foundations of their thought, or the implications of 

their thought for our world today.13 Existing literature has largely discounted the efforts of these 

women in reconstructing post-independence Indian society in the light of Gandhi’s vision. A lack 

of critical analysis on one hand and the exaltation of these women for their allegiance to Gandhi 

on the other have widened this gap in knowledge. This has trivialized, misrepresented, and 

12 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Chipko Movement,” in Encyclopedia of International Development, ed. Tim 
Forsyth (London: Routledge, 2004), 72-73; Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain 
Context,” Ambio 21, no. 4 (June 1992): 297-302. 

13 Vandana Shiva, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival in India (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 
1988); Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the Environmental Movement in India,” 1998; Thomas Weber. Gandhi as 
Disciple and Mentor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
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eclipsed their role and legacy in two of the most important environmental movements of India 

and in Uttarakhand: The Chipko Movement and the protest against the Tehri high dam on the 

Bhagirathi River. This study is significant as it attempts to address this gap. 

While Gandhi and his ideas played a significant role in the lives and thoughts of Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn, I want to stress in this study that they were not mere “disciples” or 

“dutiful and devoted daughters” of Gandhi. Uncritical categorizations of Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn as either daughters or disciples of Gandhi constitutes the claim of several scholars and of 

recent movie and memorial accounts, the latter being more in the nature of a tribute than serious 

analyses.14 True or not, such appellations have done more harm than good in understanding these 

women, their lives and their work.15 In categorizing them only as disciples or daughters, we tend 

to see them in the shadow of Gandhi but not as path breakers, as leaders and initiators of new 

ideas and praxis, and critical thinkers in their own right. We thus undermine their own creative 

14 Thomas Weber, Going Native: Gandhi’s Relationship with Western Women (New Delhi: Roli Books, 
2011); Robert Ellsberg, “Mira Behn: Servant of Peace,” Blessed Among All Women: Women Saints, Prophets, and 
Witnesses for Our Time (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2005); Eleanor Morton, Women Behind 
Mahatma Gandhi (London: Max Reinhardt, 1954); George James, “Mira Behn as Environmentalist of the Himalayas,” 
in Windows to World’s Religions: Selected Proceedings of the Global Congress on the World’s Religions After 
September 11, ed. Arvind Sharma (New Delhi: D.K. Printworld, 2009); Mira Behn: Western Disciple of an Eastern 
Saint, directed by Ramesh D. Patel (R.R. Productions, July 1989), accessed July 14, 2012, www.gandhimedia.org; 
Gandhi, directed by Richard Attenborough (Goldcrest Films, November 30, 1982), DVD (Sony Pictures, 2007); 
Krishna Murti Gupta, Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple: Birth Centenary Volume, (New Delhi: Himalaya 
Seva Sangh, 1982); Shantilal Trivedi and Radha Behn, Sarala Behn: smriti grantha [Sarala Behn: a memoir]. 
(Kausani, Almora: Lakshmi Ashram, 1984); Sharda Bidushi, Mahatma Gandhiji ki angrez shishya: Sarala Behn 
(Sarala Behn: The English Disciple of Mahatma Gandhi), ed. Tara Singh (Nainital: Gyanodyaya Prakashan, 2011). 

15 This applies more in the case of Mira Behn, though in some instances admirers of Sarala Behn have also 
not refrained from calling her the “favourite disciple” of Gandhi (Bankey Lal, publisher’s introduction to Revive Our 
Dying Planet: An Ecological, Socio-economical and Cultural Appeal by Sarala Devi (Nainital: Gyanodyana 
Prakashan, 1982). Such tributes and paeans have helped propagate myths and confusion about the real person and 
her contributions. Scholars for instance have often interpreted Mira Behn’s devotion to Gandhi in a negative light, 
calling her an “obsessive devotee” of Gandhi and even made it bold to suggest, she was being “romantically 
infatuated” with him. (Weber, Going Native. (2011), 309, 321 and Sudhir Kakar, Mira and the Mahatma (New 
Delhi: Penguin, 2004). Interpretations like this make good sensational reading no doubt, but seriously undermine, 
distort, and stifle history eclipsing the original contributions of these women and the philosophical and practical 
relevance of the same for posterity. 
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and independent agency.16 Interestingly, the nature of this much popular guru-disciple discourse 

was quite alien to Gandhi’s own. As Mira Behn recounts in her memoir, that Gandhi on no 

account accepted anyone as disciple and flatly refused to be looked upon as a guru.17 He 

chastised any uncritical approach towards him, repealing the so-called unimpeachable status 

enjoyed by an Indian guru, and urged his constructive workers not to blindly agree to all his 

ideas or to adhere to any ideology without putting them to their rigorous scrutiny of reason. He 

once emphatically declared:  

Let Gandhism be destroyed if it stands to error…if Gandhism is another name for 
sectarianism, it deserves to be destroyed….Let no one say that he is a follower of Gandhi. 
It is enough that I should be my own follower….you are no followers but fellow students, 
fellow pilgrims, fellow seekers, and fellow workers.18  

 

Moreover, the popularized notion of devotees or dedicated disciples of a preceptor  or guru 

immediately becomes suspect when we notice as in the course of this dissertation, how often the 

views of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn differed from Gandhi’s, how they questioned his ashram 

practices at times, and like him, denounced the adage “Gandhians” attributed to his followers.19 

In light of the above, this study extends the thesis that Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were 

not typical followers or disciples of Gandhi. The study gains its significance in that, instead of 

just portraying Mira Behn and Sarala Behn as devoted acolytes, it establishes them as visionary 

thinkers and leaders who did not relinquish their autonomy or their own spiritual and 

philosophical ideas at the feet of a revered guru. Their ideas were a creative integration of values 

16 Sharon McDonald, who so kindly shared her work with me, has also cogently argued this point. In her 
biographical research on a group of Western women who came to Gandhi during the colonial period, McDonald 
aptly emphasizes that in putting the stamp of an Eastern notion of discipleship on these various Western women, we 
fail to approach them from a Western perspective. The latter, she observes, has maintained a certain distinction 
between discipleship and mentorship. Sharon McDonald, “Neither Memsahibs nor Missionaries: Western Women 
Who Supported the Indian Independence Movement,” (PhD diss., University of New Brunswick, 2010). 

17 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 75. 
18 Mohandas K. Gandhi, “Aphorisms,” in Gandhi: Selected Writings, ed. Ronald Duncan (New York: 

Dover Publications, 2005), 237. 
19 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 75. 
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from an extensive intellectual terrain that cannot be reduced to iconic representations of 

attachment to one man and his theory. As strong-willed independent women, Mira Behn and 

Sarala Behn were then co-workers or associates of Gandhi, as I maintain throughout this thesis. 

In Gandhi, they found a kindred soul, to share common ideas and values. Understanding the 

philosophy of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn therefore, has to come through an understanding of 

their practical life and work, their own independent contributions to social transformation in the 

hills of Uttarakhand and in India, rather than through an exposition of Gandhi and his philosophy 

alone.  

As English women, and who knew both the India of the British Raj and India of the 

Indian National Congress, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s perceptions about how independent 

India might progress offers an important combination of European liberal democracy and 

Indian values related to society and nature. Thus, their knowledge and social interventions 

throw new light on the nature of society that Gandhi thought of in his ideal of village self-

reliance or the constructive program of Gram Swaraj. Their cognitive and constructive praxis 

form the basis of a transformative discourse on development that offers a sound alternative to 

the development project of modern times. Mira Behn and Sarala Behn found in India models of 

knowledge, religiosity and social intervention that made them critics of the imperial occupation 

of India, and simultaneously reach new models of transcendence, a new role for women and 

men in socio-political life. The action-oriented philosophy, which they generated and 

practiced, catalyzed people’s movements and transformed local attitudes towards life, nature 

and society, and in the present context, brings insightful learning experiences that have not 

received the due attention of the academic community. 
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Hence, it is important to not merely understand the worlds of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn 

for their own sake, but instead, to make an attempt to relate it to the world we live in. This is 

important also because the present studies on Gandhian roots of environmental movements in 

India remains focused on economics and social ecology with insufficient  attention to  worldview 

constructs or the interactions of values, beliefs, and attitudes in addressing ecological and social 

problems.20 The present study seeks to examine what these women and their worldviews have to 

offer in the creation of a social and environmental ethic and towards the continuity and 

transformations that have taken place in Gandhian thought and praxis in the post-independence 

period. By identifying the ethical and philosophical concepts of these thinkers, I attempt to show 

how both strove to develop a social and environmental ethic that emerged out of a philosophical 

rapprochement of the rich eastern traditions with the scientific epistemology and humanistic 

agenda of the West. 

This study does not read the lives of either of these personalities as mere representatives 

of their times. Rather, I read their contributions synchronically as contemporaneous with our 

times, speaking to us in the present. In this light, the worldview of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn 

becomes significant to consider as it presents to us epistemological, ethical, and metaphysical 

principles and practices with both local and global significance. This thesis explores issues of 

fundamental significance today, the multifaceted challenges of sustainable progress including the 

nature and goal of development, the role of science and technology in development and 

sustainability at the grassroots, the role of education in participatory democracy, and the role of 

20 Guha has explored the ecological thoughts of Mira Behn and Gandhian economist Joseph Cornelius 
Kumarappa in the area of forestry and agriculture. However, he dwells mostly on the economics and sociological 
aspects of their environmental ideas, but says little about the ethical. (Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the 
Environmental Movement in India,” (1998); Ramachandra Guha, How Much Should A Person Consume? (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006), 102-104). Mark Lindley has recently revealed the relevance of Kumarappa’s 
concept of sustainable economy, Permanent Economy to current debates in ecological economics (JC Kumarappa: 
Mahatma Gandhi’s Economist (Mumbai: Popular Prakashan, 2007), 147-148 and 152-154). Here again, I would 
argue, the value constructs and ethics of a permanent economy receive less attention than they should have. 
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intercommunal and inter-faith engagements in social and ecological justice. The close link 

between worldviews, ethics, and sustainability find a concrete expression in the thought and 

transformative work of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn. Thus, this study attempts to recover 

elements of the pluralistic and alternative world-view of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn that can be 

creatively engaged with to create a better, more sustainable world for the present and future. It is 

hoped that such a study will help deepen our understanding of the theoretical and practical 

relevance and the evolution of Gandhian thought and its application to human development and 

ecological sustainability today.  

This study also gains significance in its commitment to interdisciplinarity. It intersects 

socio-political and environmental philosophy as well as that of science, technology, ethics, and 

spirituality. It clarifies that the strength of Gandhian thinking, as in its constructive program, lies 

in finding answers to problems not from any specialized, disciplinary perspective or ideology, 

but through a creative engagement of the human and social sciences that allows for integrative 

scholarship to emerge and evolve.  

 

1.3 Methods and Sources 

The conceptualization of this work occurred in India fourteen years back and in two 

significant ways. In course of my visit to the Himalaya in 1999, I met Chipko activists Sunderlal 

Bahuguna and Vimla Bahuguna and several Sarvodaya workers of Uttarakhand. Long 

conversations with the Bahugunas uncovered many unknown details of the history of social 

activism in the hills, especially the remarkable teachings of Gandhi’s English associates, Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn. I was fascinated and inspired to learn more. Secondly, and most 

importantly, Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, leading researcher in India on public interest science and 
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environment and my mentor, pointed out that a serious gap in knowledge exists on the lives and 

works of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in Uttarakhand. He then suggested that I pursue an 

academic study on the lives and works of these two remarkable social activists. Over the next 

few years, my ideas on the role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in catalyzing the Chipko and the 

Anti-Tehri Dam Movements of Uttarakhand further developed in course of several discussions 

with Bandyopadhyay as well as during fieldwork for this study in 2011.  

In order to understand Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s socio-political thought and 

environmental philosophy, and to assess the impact of their activities on the communities they 

served, I have explored and examined the opinions and experiences of the Sarvodaya social 

workers of Uttarakhand. This has led me spend a total of six months of field research in 

Uttarakhand and New Delhi, between February and November of 2011. As close associates, 

allies, and former students of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, the social activists I interviewed, 

constitutes a major source of information for this research, which otherwise is unavailable in any 

extant written or published form. Because of the passage of time, only a small number of persons 

whose lives were directly touched by Mira Behn and Sarala Behn are still alive. I was fortunate, 

first of all, in locating and then having interviews with a number of such persons, several of 

whom I was told could be presumed dead. Their input has helped me understand the extent to 

which the mentorship and influence of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were responsible for 

addressing the Himalayan region’s social and environmental challenges and prospects.  

During the six months (February to July and October to November 2011) of field 

research in India, I conducted interviews and collected the opinions and experiences of  

(a) First generation Sarvodaya movement leaders, activists, or leader-motivators who were 

the  direct associates of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn.  
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(b) Social activists who were inspired by the first generation leaders.  

(c) Comrades, secretaries, or acquaintances of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn who were not 

directly involved in the social movements but had worked with them in these capacities. 

Thirty-four women and men under (a), (b), and (c), who knew Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn in various capacities, participated in semi-structured and open-ended interviews with me in 

Hindi for this research project. The interview participants ranged in age from fifty-five to ninety. 

Most of them are from rural and urban Uttarakhand, though a few are from Delhi.  

As a result of the close, familial acquaintance and good rapport I have established with 

some Sarvodaya workers over the past several years, which developed in the course of my short, 

informal visits in the Uttarakhand between 1999 and 2007, the method of interview adopted in 

this research was rendered relatively easy to conduct and manage. For instance, some of them 

invited me to stay at their homes, which gave ample room for extended conversations. Given 

their advanced age, this leisurely pace helped them remember many details of their associations 

with Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, which would not have been possible to record otherwise. The 

interviews mostly began informally as open-ended conversations, with no fixed length. I initiated 

the interviews with a sequence of primary questions aimed to begin a conversation, in the light of 

which I have formulated follow-up questions. The open-ended indepth interviewing process 

began with the following basic and/or overarching questions:  

1. How did you meet Mira Behn/Sarala Behn? / How and why did you join the 

Sarvodaya movement/Lakshmi Ashram?  

2. What were the specific achievements of Uttarakhand’s social and environmental 

movements in the 1960s – 1980s? 
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3. How do the philosophies of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn relate to the values and 

practices revealed in the social and environmental movements of Uttarakhand? 

4. Whether the thoughts of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn continue to be relevant for the 

hill people’s environment and development today? If so, why? 

 

Apart from direct field interviews in India, I have included a few telephone interviews of 

those who are located in Europe, but who had close affiliations with one of the women, 

especially with Mira Behn since she spent the last twenty-three years of her life in Europe. These 

interviews were shorter, more structured, and oriented to understand specific details of her life 

and work in Europe. 

This dissertation is historical in its overall approach employing both empirical and 

literary study. Thus, besides field interviews, I have explored primary and secondary 

documentary and archival sources of information. A very detailed documentation of Mira Behn 

and Sarala Behn’s thought and work are present in their respective biographies and memoirs21 

which comprise an indispensable resource for my thesis. I have also found valuable information 

on the Gandhian concept of rural constructive work and ecological sustainability in several 

volumes of The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (98 volumes) and Pyarelal’s three volumes 

entitled Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase. The volumes of The Selected Works of Jawaharlal 

Nehru Second Series provide important information on the Community Development Program 

and the Grow More Food campaign, which relate to Mira Behn’s work. Sarala Behn’s books, 

Revive Our Dying Planet and Sanrakshan Ya Vinash? (Conservation or Destruction?), published 

21 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage 1960; Krishna Murti Gupta, Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter 
Disciple, Birth Centenary Volume (New Delhi: Himalaya Seva Sangh, 1992); Shantilal Trivedi and Radha Bhatt, 
Sarala Behn: smriti grantha (Kausani: Lakshmi Ashram, 1984); Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds (Kausani: 
Lakshmi Ashram, 2010). 
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towards the end of her life generate many insights on her ecological thoughts. Apart from books 

and collected works, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s articles published in national and 

international journals, viz. Harijan, Young India, Khadi-World, Bhoodan Yajna, Sarvodaya, 

Swarajya, Maitri, Gram Udyog Patrika, Bapu Raj Patrika, Gandhi Marg, Himalaya- Man and 

Nature, Himalaya News Round-Up, The Ecologist, International Herald Tribune, and local 

newspapers like Hindustan Times, Indian Express, and The Statesman were of immense value in 

this study. Original texts of many of their articles are in Hindi. Additionally, unpublished sources 

such as their personal diaries, teaching materials, hand-written notes, personal correspondence, 

sketches, and images from public libraries and rare private archives, listed below, also offer 

significant insights. Secondary sources used in this research are the writings by their associates 

as well as by other academic scholars. 

Public and private archives used in this research include Sabarmati Ashram, Gandhi 

Smarak Sangrahalaya (Ahmedabad); Gandhi Smarak Nidhi library (New Delhi); Himalaya Seva 

Sangh (New Delhi); Gandhi Peace Foundation (New Delhi); National Archives (New Delhi), 

Nehru Memorial Museum and Library (New Delhi); Parvatiya Navjeevan Mandal (Silyara, 

Uttarakhand); Parvatiya Paryavaran Samrakshan Samiti (Dharamghar, Uttarakhand); Kasturba 

Mahila Utthan Mandal, Lakshmi Ashram (Kausani, Uttarakhand); Sarvodaya Mandal (Mumbai), 

Schlesinger Library (Cambridge, MA), Gandhimedia (Berlin), Mira Behn Cultural Organization 

(Vienna, Austria); National Archives of United Kingdom; British Library (London, UK); 

Howard University library (Washington, USA), and the University of North Texas library 

(Denton, USA). 
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1.4 Limitations  

An important limitation of this study is the lack of accessibility of the data (primarily 

manuscripts and personal correspondences from government archives). For instance, I 

encountered significant difficulties in obtaining some of the correspondence and unpublished 

manuscripts of Mira Behn in India, owing to governmental control and restrictions on public use 

of such data. On the other hand, recent editions of Sarala Behn’s writings were easy to find and 

locate due to the efforts of independent nongovernmental organizations and grassroots centers 

run by the Gandhian Sarvodaya organizations in the Uttarakhand hills. Another drawback is with 

regard to the interviews. While almost all interviews were a revealing learning experience about 

the many aspects of the life and contributions of these women, I have been able to include only a 

section of the oral histories of those people I have interviewed in my research. 

The scope of this research is limited to an understanding of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s 

philosophical contributions and their alternative worldview to modern development and 

environmental challenges. As such, my focus is on those specific events and phases of their lives 

which aid in appreciating their contributions and their worldview. Because this is not 

biographical research, the period of study is also limited to the post-independence or post-

Gandhian era in India, and that too, to the social and environmental movements in the hill state 

of Uttarakhand in India. Hence, their early lives in England or their places in the history of 

India’s independence struggle are not the focus of this study.22 However, in making the argument 

for the individual agency and philosophical contribution of these women, some historical context 

is necessary in order to make a connection with those colleagues and mentors, specific 

experiences, and events in their lives. These inspired their high ideals and critical thinking, thus 

22 Thomas Weber and Sharon McDonald have addressed this gap to some extent in their recent works. 

17 

                                                 



 
 

shaping their political and social ideas and worldview. The following short biographical sketch 

of their lives is an effort in this direction.  

 

1.5  Brief Biographical Sketch of the Lives of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn 

The story of the lives of these two remarkable women is too vast to manage a full 

narration in this short section. Rather, the objective of this section is to outline the key 

moments and turning points that helped shape their philosophies and practice. I argue that the 

socio-political ideas and value orientations of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in their fight against 

imperialism, corruption, and social injustices, did not emerge merely from Gandhi, but had 

their formative roots in the various choices and encounters they made in the early phases of 

their lives. This helps us understand the reasons that led these two western women to travel to 

India to work for Gandhi and his cause and become nonviolent social revolutionaries for the 

rest of their lives.  

 

1.5.1 Mira Behn – The Wisdom to Serve 

Of all Westerners who came to work with Gandhi, the one who has earned the most 

attention was Mira Behn. Much of this attention is the result of her being Gandhi’s confidant 

and adopted daughter and one who spurned a privileged life of opulence and eminence 

amongst the English gentry to court voluntary activism and poverty in India. Curiously, her 

public profile as a devotee and daughter of Gandhi has not offered much in understanding her 

as a person, whether in India or in the West. A number of studies and accounts have either 

painted fictitious portraits or shown her in an unfavorable light generating much confusion and 
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sensationalism.23 As of now, there is no biography or in-depth study of Mira Behn’s life and 

ideas. Her own autobiography provides interesting details of her early life and her coming to 

India, but a larger part of her book is devoted to Gandhi’s life and activities till his death than 

to her person.24 Two recent studies on the retinue of American and European women friends 

and followers of Gandhi have thrown some light on Mira Behn’s relationship with Gandhi and 

her role in the Indian independence movement.25 A memoir containing tributes to her work by 

her associates also exists, which gives us anecdotal information on her life and works.26 A few 

scholars have acknowledged her contributions to environmental thinking in post-independence 

India.27 However, most of these studies are fragmentary and incomprehensive. Neither have 

these studies made a holistic effort to understand Mira Behn’s person and ideas outside of the 

singular influence of Gandhi, nor paid sufficient attention to the cultural insights emerging 

from her early life in England, which helped shape her ideals. Thus, almost nothing is known 

of the nature of Mira Behn’s moral inspiration and her spiritual quest and the reason of her 

attraction to the great personages she came to admire throughout her life and until her death. 

Addressing these questions can lead us closer to the ideals she stood for. 

  Madeleine Slade was born to a highly cultured, aristocratic British family at Reigate in 

Surrey, on November 22, 1892. Her father, Sir Edmond Slade was a distinguished admiral, later 

23 Ved Mehta, Gandhi and His Apostles (New York: The Viking Press, 1977); Sudhir Kakar, Mira and the 
Mahatma  (New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2004); Wilfrid Russell, “Record of a meeting with Miraben Slade at 
Cracking in the Vienna Woods,” (April 7, 1981), MSS EUR C343, Rudi Von Leyden and Wilfrid Russell Papers, 
Asia, Pacific and Africa Collections, British Library, London. 

24 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 1960. 
25 Weber, Going Native, 190-217; Macdonald, Neither Memsahibs nor Missionaries. (Phd diss., University 

of New Brunswick, 2010). 
26 Krishna Murti Gupta. Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter-Disciple. Birth Centenary Volume (New Delhi: 

Himalaya Seva Sangh, 1992). 
27 Ramachandra Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the Environmental Movement in India,” Environmental 

Movements in Asia. 1998; Vandana Shiva, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development. (New Delhi: Kali for 
Women, 1988); George James, “Mira Behn as Environmentalist of the Himalayas,” in Windows to World’s 
Religions: Selected Proceedings of the Global Congress on the World’s Religions After September 11, ed. Arvind 
Sharma (New Delhi: D.K. Printworld, 2009). 
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Commander-in-Chief of the East-Indies Station, and board member of the Anglican Oil 

Commission in Persia. Admiral Slade lived mostly in London and entertained top officials, 

cabinet ministers and even Sir Winston Churchill, who was then the head of the Admiralty, in 

their home. Among other near relatives was her paternal great-uncle, Dr. Edmond Warre, who 

was the Provost of Eton College and a member of the Royal Victorian Order. This distinctive 

aristocratic lineage, social affectations, and conventionality on her paternal side were something 

which never suited Slade’s temperament. She instead felt more drawn to her mother’s family 

which “was unusual and never a slave to convention.”28 However, despite the luxury, comfort, 

and ostentation surrounding her life (there were eighteen servants in the house),29 young Slade 

evinced precocious sensibility against such values. 

Undoubtedly, the psychological and intellectual forces 

which shaped her childhood and youth were 

unconventional which put her apart from the rest of her 

family. She had a pensive nature and found meaning in 

life enjoying solitude and silence in the lap of Nature, 

playing all by herself “under the trees in the garden.”30 

Even at a tender age, she expressed a remarkable spiritual 

sensitivity to the natural world. She expresses this in her 

autobiography: 

Figure 2: Madeleine Slade in her early 
years in England.31 

 

28 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 18. 
29 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 3. 
30 Ibid., 12. 
31 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 49. 
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While I was still very small, five or six years old, in spite of the happy and loving 
surroundings in which I lived, my mind began to search in the region of the unknowable 
and was stricken with awe... But there was something which every now and then wafted 
me far away. It would come at quiet moments, and always through the voice of Nature, 
the singing of a bird, the sound of the wind in the trees. Though this was the voice of the 
unknown, I felt no fear, only an infinite joy.32 

 

In her memoir, Slade narrates the first ten years of her life she enjoyed as a child at Milton 

Heath, her maternal grandfather’s country house, spread out on twenty acres of land in the 

picturesque valley of Dorking. Given her inquisitive nature, she explored this rich world around 

Milton Heath by herself, developing an early strong bond with the trees and the plants, and the 

animals, all of which were for her different personalities. For the trees, she revealed a special 

affinity. She recalled how as a young girl, she often threw her arms around the trees she was fond 

of in loving embrace, and cherished that feeling in her heart until the later days of her life. 

During many a troubled moments of her life, Slade sought solace and guidance from the “forest 

brethren.”33 From another perspective, this unique love for nature evoked in her a passion to 

learn practical skills in farming, gardening, animal husbandry, and even carpentry at her 

grandfather’s sprawling farmhouse. 

The formative years of Slade’s life in England was punctuated by direct, experiential, and 

co-constitutive knowledge of both nature and art. Unlike her elder sister Rhona, Madeleine chose 

not to go to school and was tutored at home by her cousin, Lucy Saunders. Owing to the nature 

of her father’s shifting naval postings and long stay away from home, the Slades did not always 

stay at Milton Heath. One farmhouse in which they lived for a few years was the Phoenix Farm 

at Great Bookham, a village in Surrey. Here, Slade had practical lessons in her understanding of 

the natural world. A strong scientific interest in and curiosity about nature was simultaneously 

32 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 21. 
33 Mira Behn, “Our Brethren the Trees,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter-Disciple Birth Centenary 

Volume, ed. Krishna Murti Gupta (New Delhi: Himalaya Seva Sangh, 1992), 130.  
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implanted in her during the long walks in the forests. From her mother and cousin, who were 

“enthusiastic botanists” Slade learnt to look at flowers and plants with a trained eye. She also 

learnt to understand the different characteristics and behavior of birds.34 Further, from her doctor 

cousin Arthur Carr-Saunders, she learnt the anatomy of animals.  

Apart from an experiential, nature-based education, there was a strong emphasis in her 

family on the value of beauty of nature in the understanding of art. In her autobiography she 

states how her first artistic impressions came from Robert Hugh Buxton, a close family friend 

and a renowned landscape painter of England, who helped develop her understanding of the 

“artistic and the beautiful.”35 By her early teens, Slade was already a full-fledged habitué at the 

museums and picture galleries of London, and had developed interest in interpreting architecture 

as a fine art. Indeed, Slade grew up as an avid aesthete, seeking artistic self-expression from the 

inspiration she derived directly from nature, through painting, sketching, singing, poetry, or just 

contemplating nature. At the same time, her spirit and senses suffered at the speed and noise of 

urban London and the frenzy of the “machine age,” and noted with much dismay how the fast 

development of motorcars led to the loss of working contact with animals. 

Even as a child, Slade could not accept religious teachings of the Church blindly. On 

church teachings about Heaven and Hell, her young mind rebelled:  

How could people be fixed up for eternity at the fruits of one short life, especially as no 
two people had the same opportunities for winning through? What about people who died 
young, and what about poor colored people, who, I heard, were all heathens? Obviously, 
something was wrong.36 

 

Slade’s spiritual hunger emerged through her independent search of and her receptivity towards 

what she called the “Unknown” in the rhythm of nature. The feeling of grace and exaltation 

34 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 24. 
35 Ibid., 23-24. 
36 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 20. 
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which came to her through the voice of nature during solitary moments also approached her 

through a less known route. This extraordinary spiritual influence came through the voice of art, 

especially from the music of the German composer, Ludwig van Beethoven. Slade wrote about 

the transformative spiritual experience she had: “At the age of 15, I first heard the music of 

Beethoven.37 Forthwith my spirit within was awakened to a living sense of the Divine Power, 

and prayer to God became a reality.”38 In the music of Beethoven, Slade perceived 

unmistakably, the heralds of grace she had unconsciously encountered in nature. It was more 

than music to her; she felt as if she was in communion with the spirit of the composer, speaking 

through the sound. Young Slade was beckoned into this world of mystical contemplation in 

which she became fully immersed, a world markedly different from those of her peers. The 

experience of such music became a critical hermeneutic moment for Slade. It revolutionized her 

consciousness. It awoke in her a profound spiritual passion that became the foundation of her 

inner being, and her beacon for the rest of her life. As days went by she read every possible 

biography of Beethoven and devoting herself to his music, she imbibed, “a sense of fearlessness, 

strength and purity passing, especially in the slow movements, to those regions of the spirit 

which lift one into that which can only be felt but never spoken.”39 She was much inspired to 

learn what was little appreciated then, that the composer was profoundly moved by  the 

spirituality of many different cultures and in particular the Eastern ways of thought, copying out 

long passages in his Tagebuch40 from German translations of the Rġ Veda, Bhagavad Gita, 

Kalidas’ Shakuntala etc.41  

37 The music, which transformed her spiritually at this stage, was Beethoven’s stormy and hauntingly 
beautiful Piano Sonata No. 17 in D minor, Opus 31, Number 2. 

38 Mira Behn, “Preface,” Bapu’s Letters to Mira 1924-48 (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 1949), 
3. 

39 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 41. 
40 A certain kind of notebook or diary which Beethoven kept between 1812-18, which tells us much about 

his intellectual pursuits, in particular his interest in Indian philosophy and literature. Maynard Solomon, 
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While Slade was thus absorbed in Beethoven’s music and his life, her family relocated to 

India for two years because of her father’s new appointment. India at this time did not appeal to 

her the least. All it meant was social functions, pomp and pageantry at grand palaces of the 

Indian princes and high English officials. So, when a second occasion to visit India came in 

1911, to attend the royal durbar in honor of the visit of the King George V, Slade chose to 

remain in London. Back in Milton Heath, she devoted her time to books and to music. She 

matured a restless soul ever in search of an outlet for expression. As she could make no headway 

with the piano, she began attending Beethoven recitals in London, discovered the pianist 

Frederic Lamond, and was captivated by his renditions. Yet, hers’ was no self-indulgence of 

passions. She wanted to do more than just listen for her own pleasure and hit upon the idea of 

organizing concerts by Lamond in her community at Dorking. 

The outbreak of the war in 1914 made a serious impact on Slade.  She was deeply pained 

by the misguided patriotism and dehumanizing hate propaganda directed at the enemy. She had 

to leave her work as a volunteer, preparing bandages, because such repetitive hateful discourse 

shocked and disgusted her. At a time when many upper-class women as volunteers were 

replacing the men at war, Slade found meaning and purpose in doing farm-work in the 

countryside of Dorking.42 Here, she noticed that people were not so possessed by corrosive 

ethnic antipathy. Soon after the war ended, Slade observed that many British people continued to 

harbor anti-German feeling and boycotted everything German including music. Slade decided to 

bring a change to such ethnic prejudice and worked for the return of Beethoven’s music into the 

concert hall. She registered herself as an impresario in London, a vocation unheard of for a 

“Beethoven’s Tagebuch of 1812-1818,” Beethoven Studies 3, ed. Alan Tyson (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 244-246. 

41 Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 295; Maynard 
Solomon, Beethoven Essays (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 265 -269. 

42 Rosetta Spalt, “Retracing Mira Behn’s Path,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter-Disciple, 227. 
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woman of her age and station in those days.43 In early 1920s she organized several concerts by 

Lamond and Felix Weingartner44 promoting not only Beethoven’s music, but also other 

Germanic composers and artists, in many of which according to her, “the ice of prejudice was 

broken.”45 While organizing such concerts with success certainly evinced her administrative 

abilities, Slade “managed to get herself into debt while making profit for her artists.”46 Her 

selfless efforts towards bringing messages of racial tolerance and community healing through the 

universal language of music by promoting German music and artists to provincial audiences and 

to London at a time when England fumed with anti-German sentiment, is a point worth noting. It 

provides an instance how she perceived and channeled art into a path of social service and 

action. Music ceased to be confined either to abstract ideas or to the world of her private 

listening experience. 

The various ways in which Beethoven’s music, life and ideals featured in her life is 

indeed remarkable. The composer’s life and the emotional character of his artwork 

communicated his profound spiritual, moral, humanitarian, and democratic yearnings to which 

Slade felt an intense devotion. While the music she adored carried philosophical ideals of search 

for the infinite, love for independence, a rebellion against aristocracy, and a universal 

comradeship between humans, she found life in England both before and after the war exactly 

the opposite. Organized religion also had done little to address the growing violence and colonial 

exploitation. Life was empty of high ideals, lacking in spiritual depth or real contentment, by 

seeking only selfish comfort, happiness, and gain, while cultivating indifferences to humanity 

43 Gitta Sereny, “A Life With Gandhi,” New York Times Magazine (November 14, 1982), 110. 
44 Worthpoint. “Felix Weingartner Frederic Lamond Holbrooke Queen’s Hall concert programme,” 

(London, May 25, 28, and 31, 1923), accessed March 2, 2012, http://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/1923-felix-
weingartner-frederic-268803180. 

45 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 53. 
46 Romain Rolland, Romain Rolland and Gandhi Correspondence: Letters, Diary Extracts, Articles, Etc., 

trans. R.A. Francis (New Delhi: Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, GOI, 1976), 17-
19. 

25 

                                                 

http://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/1923-felix-weingartner-frederic-268803180
http://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/1923-felix-weingartner-frederic-268803180


 
 

and its sufferings.47 The war had further intensified her feelings, “… the memory of those 

marching men leaving never to return, the heartless hum of the Zeppelins over London, the 

cheering throngs who completely forgot the human sacrifices attendant upon a victory, 

convinced me more than ever that somewhere there must be a philosophy of life that would set 

this topsy-turvy world aright.”48 She was restless and pined for a life of dedication to high ideals, 

and to act and serve selflessly in line with the great ideals of truth, justice, freedom, sympathy 

with the suffering masses, that Beethoven stood for. While she turned to art, literature and music 

for spiritual solace, she was yet not sure how to transform her ideals into practical work for the 

masses. However, she took this inspiration in radical dimensions that broadened her own 

spiritual and cultural horizons. Not only did she organize Beethoven concerts in her effort to 

overcome racial and cultural xenophobia in England, but also learnt German and went on a 

pilgrimage to Beethoven’s birthplace in Germany and to his resting place in Austria, to be close 

to his spirit. She made in depth study of Beethoven’s works and letters in order to understand his 

world better. When she became aware of Romain Rolland’s epic novel, Jean Christophe and his 

biographical sketch, Vie de Beethoven, Slade learnt French so that she could read and understand 

Beethoven’s life in the spirit as portrayed by Rolland. It was this passion she cultivated toward 

Beethoven, that drove her to Villeneuve in Switzerland to meet Romain Rolland in 1923.  

The subtle spiritual force that impelled her unconsciously revealed itself in course of the 

meeting with Rolland. Rolland happened to mention India in connection with a book he had just 

written on the life of Gandhi. Slade had never heard of Gandhi before. Rolland compared Gandhi 

to Christ, stressing that the only living person worthy of the sort of veneration she felt toward 

47 James A. Mills, “Woman Claims Contact with Divinity; Puts Gandhi Third After Buddha and Christ,” 
Reading Eagle, May 27, 1932: 28. 

48 S. J. Woolf, “Mirabai tells how she found peace,” The New York Times Magazine, November 4, 1934, 7. 
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Beethoven and his humanistic ideals was Gandhi.49At this point, Slade did not realize more than 

that she must read the book, which she did soon after a trip to Egypt. Rolland’s new volume, 

Mahatma Gandhi: The Man Who Became One with the Universe, entranced her.50 She wrote, “I 

could not put it down. I read and read, and as I read the dawn in my heart glowed brighter, and 

by the time I had finished, the Sun of Truth was pouring his rays into my soul.”51 Slade, who was 

searching for a new political and spiritual discourse in Post World War era that could arrest 

West’s imperialism in arms and money, now felt an absolute call to join Gandhi and serve “the 

cause of oppressed India through fearless truth and nonviolence, a cause which, though focused 

in India, was for the whole of humanity.”52 She read all literature she could on Gandhi, and the 

religious scriptures of his land and people. She put herself through a year’s stringent self-

imposed trial so as to be fit physically and spiritually before she joined Gandhi’s ashram.53  She 

became a teetotaler and vegetarian, she sat and slept on the floor, and began learning Urdu, a 

difficult language. Realizing the import of Gandhi’s constructive program for self-reliance, and 

the philosophy of Khadi or hand-spun cotton, for communal unity and economic freedom of the 

masses from British imperialism, Slade learnt carding, spinning, and weaving. Moreover, she 

went to work with the poor Swiss peasants in their hayfields in the heat of the summer, to 

enhance her physical stamina and perseverance in doing difficult and hard manual labor. Such 

practical preparations evince Slade’s sense of self-discipline, her capacity for hard work, and her 

49 Sudhir Kulkarni, The Music of the Spinning Wheel (New Delhi: Amaryllis, 2012), 181. 
50 Weber (2011: 307-308) states that Romain Rolland’s biography on Gandhi made a significant impression 

not only on Mira Behn but also on several European women leading them directly to Gandhi; viz. Margarete 
Spiegel, Antionette Mirbel, Francisca Standenath, and Helene Haussding, and influenced others like Muriel Lester 
and Agatha Harrison. However, for Mira Behn, Rolland’s book was not the stand alone ultimate cause as there were 
more than one inspiration that led her to Gandhi. 

51 Mira Behn, “Preface,” Bapu’s Letters to Mira (1924-48), 4. 
52 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 60. 
53 An ashram is usually recognized as a center of spiritual hermitage in Hinduism. However, Gandhi 

revolutionized the meaning of ashrams, giving them a this-worldly significance, with his focus on constructive 
social work, body labor, equity, and equality. 
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purpose and dedication to the cause to which she devoted all her life. She found the reasons of 

Gandhi’s lofty and drastic conceptions of moral, physical, and economic reforms not ideological 

but practical, expressing a spirituality wedded practically to life and his ideals for human 

society.54 The purity of her purpose was so profound, that even when Gandhi went for a fast in 

October 1924 for Hindu-Muslim unity, during which there was an apprehension that he may not 

survive, Slade knew she must go to India to serve his cause even if he was to pass away.55 Thus, 

Slade’s call to join Gandhi was due to her inner arousal of a greater mission to serve the cause of 

oppressed humanity. 

After her year of rigorous preparation, Slade wrote to Gandhi, asking permission to join 

his ashram, which was granted. Realizing the spiritual character of her urge, Slade’s parents did 

not try to dissuade her in her mission. On November 7 1925, Slade reached India to become part 

of Gandhi’s entourage for the rest of his life. Gandhi adopted her as his “daughter” giving her the 

name Mira Behn, after the renowned devotee of Lord Krishna, Mirabai.56  

One can only guess the tremendous effort it all took, especially for a person of her 

independent and solitary nature, to live in the communal atmosphere of Gandhi’s ashram without 

any privacy and surrounded by some two hundred people, to eat strange foods, to suffer the 

ordeal of debilitating tropical illnesses. Yet, the selflessness and the fervor with which she 

worked and her capacity to undertake hard manual work surpassed many, bearing a burning 

example of her absolute devotion to the cause. With gay abandon, she took part in the most 

54 Gitta Sereny, “A Life With Gandhi,” New York Times Magazine, November 14, 1982, 112. 
55 Mira Behn, “Preface,” Bapu’s Letters to Mira (1949), 5. 
56 Mirabai was a sixteenth century wandering singer and mystical poet of Rajasthan (Western India), who 

despite being born a princess, gave up her wealth and position to dedicate her life to the service of Lord Krishna. 
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Figure 3: Mira Behn in India, spinning on a wooden spinning wheel.57 

menial and challenging chores, such as cleaning of village latrines, mud-thatched huts, and 

village streets. Many admired the enthusiasm of “this highborn Englishwoman whose true 

Christian humility enables her to do the scavenging work usually performed only by 

‘untouchables.’”58  Observing her extraordinary devotion, Gandhi stated that while everyone at 

the ashram were trying to become villagers, they fell far behind, except Mira Behn, who was the 

57Wallace Kirkland, Mira Behn spinning, 1940, Gandhimedia.org, accessed June 12, 2012, 
http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-
bin/gm/gm.cgi?action=view&link=Images/Photographs/Personalities/Mirabehn_Madeleine_Slade&image=IMPHPE
MS1930505010.jpg&img=45&search=mirabehn&cat=Images/Photographs/Personalities/Mirabehn_Madeleine_Slad
e&tt=&bool=and. 
 

58 Paramhansa Yogananda, Autobiography of a Yogi (Los Angeles: Self-Realization Fellowship, 1956), 
437. 
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“whole-hogger among us all.”59 Nilla Cram Cook, an American follower of Gandhi and close 

friend of Mira Behn, described Mira Behn as an “energetic worker who did whatever she set out 

to do. She was efficient at social work in the villages as in the Ashram,” and was nicknamed “the 

Flower of the Ashram.” 60 Indeed, as Gandhi himself acknowledged, “No member of the Ashram 

has striven more strenuously than Mira Behn to observe the rules of the Ashram and to realize its 

ideals…”61 

However, Mira Behn was not merely a follower of rules of the ashram or a stereotypical 

adherent of Gandhi’s ideals. She loved working in the rural surroundings rather than the 

institutional atmosphere of the Sabarmati Ashram. She did valuable village uplift work amongst 

the untouchables, helping them with her own original ideas of improved hygiene and sanitation, 

sustainable rural housing and architecture, animal care, agriculture, and innovative techniques of 

carding and spinning. Her independent nature and her straightforwardness led her to confront 

Gandhi about problems with the Ashram at Sabarmati, which according to her, Gandhi seemed to 

deliberately overlook.62 Mira Behn noticed that not everyone adhered to the ideals of the Ashram 

which Gandhi hoped they did, leading to deception and artificiality. In one letter to Gandhi, Mira 

Behn decried the shortcomings in Gandhi’s approach on Ashram rules, complaining him of being 

prejudiced in favor of the Ashram inhabitants to an extent which seemed to blind him about the 

reality of things.63 In another incident, when the idea of a common kitchen was imposed on all 

ashram inhabitants, Mira Behn found it impossible to “live in a crowd of worldly elegant people” 

59 M.K. Gandhi to Agatha Harrison, April 25, 1935, in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (April 25, 
1935-September 22, 1935) vol. 67, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 1, accessed 
March 15, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL067.PDF.  

60 Nilla Cram Cook, My Road to India (New York: Lee Furman, 1939), 401. 
61 M.K. Gandhi, “Notes,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (November 21, 1929 – April 2, 

1930), vol. 48, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 489, accessed March 17, 2012, 
http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL048.PDF. 

62 Mira Behn to Gandhi, undated, 1933, SN 16289, Gandhi Smarak Nidhi archives, New Delhi. 
63 Ibid. 
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with whom she could not adjust. She instead went to Bihar to teach the villagers carding and 

spinning. She considered working in the countryside amongst the villagers a “true service of 

Bapu’s64 Cause, and much more directly helpful than struggling along in the Udyog Mundir,65 

where I am a fish out of water.”66 There were other disagreements too. On Gandhi’s insistence 

that she must be a perfect woman, “Mira Behn felt like being on an anvil under constant 

hammering.”67 On this she had remarked, “the ideal of a ‘perfect woman’ roused no interest in 

me but, on the contrary, sent a chill through my being.”68 Perfection was not inspiring, because 

not only its attainment is humanly impossible, but also because “if it could be attained, it would 

be a state of deadly monotony, a kind of dead end,” she said.  

Mira Behn had also made signal contributions to India’s fight for political freedom. 

Gandhi was not in favor of Europeans and Americans who sympathized with his cause joining 

political activities against the British. He exhorted them to take up his constructive activities 

instead. Mira Behn defied that arrangement. She took active part in Gandhi’s 220-mile historic 

Salt March to Dandi in 1930 and reported on police atrocities. In 1931, she accompanied Gandhi 

to the Second Round Table Conference in London. During the Civil Disobedience Movement of 

1932-33, when the British put all nationalist leaders behind bars and imposed censorship on all 

Indian newspapers, Mira Behn played a crucial role in systematically collecting information 

about colonial repression and British atrocities all over the country and deftly smuggled her 

weekly reports to friends in Europe and America for dissemination. The organization of “such a 

powerful clandestinely managed campaign of publicity” played a major role in influencing 

64 Bapu means father both in Hindi and Gujarati. Gandhi in India was reverentially called ‘Bapu,’ and is 
honored with the title as the father of the nation. 

65 Udyog Mandir was the Center of small-scale industries for local (village) self-reliance. 
66 Mira Behn to Devdas Gandhi, November 8, 1928, Devdas Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 

Library, New Delhi. 
67 Ram Swarup, “Mira Behn comes to Mahatma Gandhi,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (July 1993): 11. 
68 Mira Behn, “Action not Perfection Needed,” The Ecologist 6, no. 3 (March/April, 1976): 115. 
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English public opinion.69 When the British authorities finally discovered her role behind such 

reports in foreign press and in stoking public opinion there, she was imprisoned for three months 

and then again for a year when she defied their orders not to return to Bombay. Observing Mira 

Behn’s prominence in the Indian freedom movement, Rolland had remarked, “she has brought as 

a dowry to India the active intelligence of a European and gifts of practical organization which 

marry admirably with those of Gandhi.”70 

Mira Behn’s dedication to the cause of suffering humanity knew no borders of culture, 

race, class, gender, or creed. In 1934, Mira Behn felt an impelling call to go to England and 

North America to promote Gandhi’s cause for humanity in the West by getting in direct contact 

with the working classes. She did not go there as a political representative or emissary of India. 

Her role during these independent lecture tours was more as a connective medium to bring the 

people of East and West to understand each other better through the humanitarian message of 

Gandhi. Through that, she appealed to the conscience and good will of the English people for the 

autonomy of the Indians, and justice and peace for the world. 71 In England, she found a touching 

amount of sympathy especially amongst the working classes and could influence public opinion 

significantly.72 To the English people she revealed her thoughts: “I have always felt that true 

service of India is equally true service of England. In the enlightenment of the English mass we 

surely have a perfect opportunity of rendering that double service.”73 From England, Mira Behn 

went on another extensive lecture tour in Eastern United States, where she spoke in New York, 

69 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Remembering Mira Behn,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (August 1989): 1. 
70 Romain Rolland, “Letter to Lucien Roth (France),” December 24, 1931, in Romain Rolland and Gandhi: 

Correspondence (New Delhi: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, GOI, 1976), 453. 
71 “Freedom and Justice for India: How British Women Can Help Madeleine Slade’s Mission,” Woman’s 

Outlook, September 29, 1934, S.758-759. 
72 Mira Behn to Gandhi, August 17, 1934, Devadas Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 

New Delhi; Mira Behn to Devadas Gandhi, August 3, 1934, Devadas Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 

73 Mirabai (Mira Behn), “Experiences of a Tour,” India Bulletin: Organ of the Friends of India 3, no. 7 
(September-October, 1934): 2. 
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Philadelphia, West Chester, Boston including Harvard University, Newark, and Washington DC, 

where she met with Eleanor Roosevelt at the White House and spoke to the African Americans at 

Howard University. As in England, her lectures drew large crowds and media attention. Mira 

Behn was particularly interested to bring Gandhi’s ideas of nonviolent resistance against unjust 

laws to the oppressed African Americans. 74 Her analysis of the same stimulated a great deal of 

interest about Gandhi amongst African Americans and had a profound impact on theologian and 

future civil rights leader, Howard Thurman.75 On her way back to England, in a daring move, 

Mira Behn arranged interviews with the most powerful British politicians, such as Gandhi’s 

archrival Sir Winston Churchill and others, the former Viceroy of India Lord Halifax, General 

Smuts, Lloyd George, Lord Clement Atlee, and Sir Samuel Hoare.  

 Back in India, Mira Behn concentrated on rural constructive activities. It was her love for 

the countryside which impelled her to work in the villages. She had also closely witnessed the 

difficulty of carrying out Gandhi’s ideals amidst a large number of people in the institutional 

atmosphere of Sabarmati. Thus, since 1928, Mira Behn was contemplating a simple rural base 

for a nucleus of an Ashram to practice and vindicate Gandhi’s economic ideals for village 

uplift.76 In her several letters to Gandhi, she had indicated the significance of having such a rural 

base, not for the sake of solitude, but  in order to have a living contact with the real country, 

74 “Disciple of Gandhi,” The Hilltop (November 1, 1934), Madeleine Slade Papers, Moorland-Spingarn 
Research Center, Howard University. 

75 Macdonald (S. Macdonald, “Neither Memsahibs nor Missionaries,” (PhD diss., University of New 
Brunswick, 2010), 193) writes that though Mira Behn was not the first to promote Gandhi’s ideas to America, her 
visit in 1934 was significant as it helped Thurman to learn more about Gandhi’s philosophy and encouraged him to 
organize the first African American delegation to meet Gandhi in India in 1936. Thurman’s ideas on liberation 
received a great boost after this meeting with Gandhi, subsequently encouraging other African Americans to 
establish contacts with Gandhi, a legacy which was ultimately passed on to Martin Luther King Jr. Purushottama 
Bilimoria, “Influence of Gandhian Nonviolence on the U.S. and African American Civil Rights Movement 1905-
1968,” accessed November 20, 2012, www.infinityfoundation.com/indic_colloq/papers/paper_bilimoria.pdf. 

76 Mira Behn, Bapu’s Letters to Mira, 291; Mira Behn to Devadas Gandhi, November 10, 1928, Devadas 
Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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India of the villages.77 According to her plans, Mira Behn taught sanitation to the villagers at 

Sindi, and addressed the issue of water pollution. As Sindi did not suit her, she chose Segaon 

near Wardha, as the ground for a work center to carry out experiments with regard to village life. 

Her sustained work in the rural environs inspired Gandhi to consider the idea of settling in a 

village and work for village uplift, as his ultimate destiny.78 As other workers at the Ashram 

were not very keen to live in a rural environment, Mira Behn was “openly criticized as having 

been the cause” of this new development on Gandhi’s side.79 Nevertheless, in 1936 Gandhi 

moved to Segaon, later renamed Sevagram, which became the headquarters of his constructive 

program. Mira Behn laid out the plan of the ashram and as well as the designs of its rural 

buildings.80 

 As a revolutionary with a universal outlook, Mira Behn did not restrain her activities to 

the uplift of just one nation and its peoples. Disturbed by the European situation after the Munich 

Pact of 1938, she made concrete plans to “throw in her lot” with the Czechoslovakians “in an 

effort to create nonviolent and fearless resistance against Hitler’s next move.” 81 She was in 

regular touch with Dr. Eduard Benes, leader of the Czechoslovak independence movement from 

German occupation and even obtained Gandhi’s blessings for such a venture, a daring one 

especially for a woman. However, her plans did not materialize, as she had to take up another 

urgent errand in the North West to work with the Afghans for their development and on Gandhi’s 

request. Following the Government of India Act of 1935 and the first elections in 1937, a new 

system of provincial autonomy has begun to develop in the various provinces of India. Mira 

77 Mira Behn to Gandhi, April 22, 1933, SN 21035, Mohandas K. Gandhi Papers, Gandhi Smarak Nidhi 
Library, New Delhi. 

78 Thomas Weber, Gandhi as Disciple and Mentor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); 
Devendra Kumar Gupta, interview by Peter Ruhe, May 1 and May 8, 1986, transcript, Gandhi Serve, accessed May 
20, 2012, http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-bin/gm/gm.cgi?direct=Writings/Documents/Transcriptions&img=15. 

79 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 201. 
80 Mira Behn, Bapu’s Letters to Mira (1949), 304-5 
81 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 212; Mira Behn, Bapu’s Letters to Mira (1949), 324-325. 
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Behn felt the need to “study and get in touch with the mountain world and the countries 

beyond… regarding village uplift and contact with the masses for application in Provincial 

Autonomy.”82 Thus, at the North West Frontier Province Mira Behn undertook extensive studies 

of the Himalayan border regions for possible community development work and applications in 

Gandhian self-governance in the economically and culturally neglected region of Hazara (now in 

Pakistan). She developed elaborate plans for launching locally suited village industries, with a 

focus on wool, local honey, dairy, and medicinal herbs.83 These ideas took further shape in 

course of her later work in the hills of Uttarakhand. In the 1940s before the World War II broke 

out, Mira Behn worked for a camp for training women in constructive activities. 

 The early 1940s saw a particularly momentous role of Mira Behn in the nationalist 

struggles. Realizing that India was being extorted as a military base by the Allied forces without 

the promise of freedom after victory, she wrote to Gandhi expressing her desire for a 

countrywide nonviolent resistance in the face of a Japanese invasion. Gandhi, who was thinking 

on similar lines and had come to rely more on Mira Behn’s judgment and diplomatic abilities, 

entrusted her to take and explain his 1942 “Quit India” Resolution to the Congress Working 

Committee meeting at Allahabad. This document became famously known as the Quit India 

Resolution.84 When the Working Committee under Jawaharlal Nehru was not eager to accept 

Gandhi’s program and accepted a compromised version of Gandhi’s original draft, Mira Behn 

82 Mira Behn to Devdas Gandhi, July 28, 1937, Devdas Gandhi Papers. Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 

83 Mira Behn to Devdas Gandhi, June 1, 1939, Devdas Gandhi Papers. Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi; Mira Behn to Devdas Gandhi, February 26, 1939, Devdas Gandhi Papers. Nehru Memorial 
Museum and Library, New Delhi; Mira Behn to Devdas Gandhi, July 28, 1937, Devdas Gandhi Papers. Nehru 
Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

84 The draft resolution was a plea to the British for an orderly and voluntary withdrawal of their troops from 
India, rejection of all foreign military aid, and an emphasis on fighting the Japanese through nonviolent 
noncooperation should there be any invasion. M.K. Gandhi, “Draft Resolution for A.I.C.C,” in The Collected Works 
of Mahatma Gandhi (February 9 – June 6, 1942), vol. 82, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 
1999), 231, accessed March 21, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL082.PDF; Sarvepalli Gopal, ed., “The 
AICC War Resolution on Quit India,” in The Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, First Series, vol. 12 (New Delhi: 
Orient Longman Limited, 1979), 276-284. 
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expressed her concerns in a note to Gandhi: “Two things deeply disturbed me. One was the lack 

of vital, realistic appreciation of the deadly dangers into which the country is going to be plunged 

immediately. And secondly, the lack of any inspired speaking on the ideal of nonviolence.” 85 

With the approaching war, Mira Behn responded creatively to the problem of possible Japanese 

invasion of the Orissa coast in East India. She concentrated her energies on emergency work and 

started preparing the coastal population for nonviolent non-cooperative resistance, in which the 

Congress failed to show faith and courage. Mira Behn observed that the British government had 

offered nothing for the protection of the peasant population against air raids etc. and instead 

adopted the “scorched earth” military strategy by destroying all resources, exacerbating local 

survival options. In addition, peasants’ lands were appropriated for the construction of 

aerodromes, while outside laborers looted and burnt down local villages. Mira Behn sought 

military cooperation towards addressing the cause of the distressed villagers. With the help of the 

officer in charge of the airfield, she managed to get better protection for the local villagers. 

However, her plans to work out further possible avenues of such cooperation between the 

military and the people of the Orissa coast to help the masses could not be carried out. When 

Mira Behn came to report to Gandhi on the East Coast, she was arrested along with Gandhi and 

others. In a clever ploy to cut off Gandhi from the masses in the wake of a movement, the British 

interned him, Mira Behn and the rest at the isolated Aga Khan Palace at Poona, for two years.  

During these two years, Mira Behn contemplated her plans for beginning a small center 

of her own to carry out her ideas of village development. Soon after her release in May 1944, 

she settled down near the foothills of Himalaya to work independently. Gandhi’s assassination 

in 1948 was a severe personal blow to Mira Behn. Yet, she only resolved to continue serving 

85 Mira Behn, “Copy of Paper I have given to Bapuji,” Prithvi Singh Azad Papers, Nehru Memorial 
Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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the rural poor through her leadership, inspiration, and example.86 In the years following 

Gandhi’s death, she initiated several projects on agriculture and animal husbandry. She did 

pioneering work in the environmental field during this time and became a relentless critic of 

independent India’s mindless developmental policies. Her greatest contribution lay in her 

legacy as a mentor of several social workers in the hills of Uttarakhand. These activists were 

responsible for initiating environmental movements by reinstating her concerns about the 

protection of mountain ecology and articulating her conceptions for sustainable community 

development in the Himalaya. Details of her various constructive activities in the Himalayas 

and her ecological thoughts are discussed in chapters 3 and 5. 

Disappointed with modern India’s peremptory dismissal of Gandhi’s economic ideals of 

decentralization and village industries, its turn to Western industrialization, and with 

bureaucratic and political hurdles that ruined all her projects, at fifty-seven, Mira Behn grew 

increasingly restless and filled with existential anguish. She asked herself: “What am I, where am 

I? To what has my life led?”87 As she contemplated her past, she remembered the seven volumes 

of Beethoven: Les Grandes Époques Créatrices (Beethoven: The Great Creative Epochs), that 

Romain Rolland had given her in 1931, but which she had not had a chance to read. Rolland’s 

words now beckoned her to the world she had left behind, not just the world of Beethoven’s 

music, but the world of his spirit:  

We know that everything must pass, we and you, all that we believe in, all that we deny. 
The suns themselves are mortal. Yet, the beams they gave out thousands of years ago still 
bear their message through the night; and thousands of years later we see by the light of 
these extinct suns. I will refresh my eyes, a last time at the sun of Beethoven…what he 
was for us, for the peoples of a century … who out of his wretchedness has created a 
richness, out of his infirmity the magic wand that opens the rock.88 

86 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Remembering Mira Behn,” Himalaya: Man and Nature. (August 1989): 2. 
87 Mira Behn. The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 315.  
88 Romain Rolland, Beethoven: The Great Creative Epochs: I From The Eroica To The Appassionata, 

trans. Ernest Newman (New York: Garden City Publishing Co., Inc. 1937), 21, 34-35. 
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Mira Behn heard the call of the spirit of the composer, as clear as the one which brought her to 

India in 1925. It came to her in the garb of a new vision and inspiration as she became conscious 

of the realization of her own spiritual self. She at once knew she must return to Europe and to 

Beethoven. In 1959, Mira Behn left India for England and ultimately settled down in a humble 

cottage near the edge of the thick forests of Baden outside Vienna at Sieghartskirchen. She wrote 

to Rajendra Prasad, the then President of India: “…that which I was unconsciously seeking in the 

Himalayas I have found here in these forests, where Beethoven wandered with his note-book in 

commune with God and received the inspiration for his immortal music. As you know, it was he 

who first set me on the road to Bapu.”89 During this third and last phase of her life as she called 

it, Mira Behn devoted herself to “Beethoven’s message to humankind through the spirit of his 

music,” and expressed her thoughts in her book, Beethoven’s Mystical Vision.90 She also 

continued to propagate Gandhi’s basic philosophy until her very last days. She wrote extensively 

about the problems of India and the world, especially to those related to the question of forests 

and the environment.91 For her selfless service to the cause of India’s freedom and to its poor, 

Mira Behn was honored with one of the highest civil honors of India, the Padma Vibhushan in 

1981. Shortly after this, a few months before her 90th birthday, on July 20, 1982, Mira Behn 

breathed her last.   

 Mira Behn, who could seek and interpret the intuitive signals from the signposts of 

life’s journey to the Unknown, discharged her earthly duties “for no reward except the 

consciousness of having helped others to the utmost of her abilities.”92 Her greatness lies there. 

Throughout her life, she followed an inner spiritual urge, combining her aesthetic musical 

89 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, May 30, 1961, Rajendra Prasad Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 

90 Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note,” Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 297. 
91 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter-Disciple, 44. 
92 Robert Trumbull, “Sister Mira’s Mission,” The New York Times, January 31, 1960. 
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passion, love for nature, and scientific concern, with the larger goal of political, social, and 

ecological justice for the suffering masses of the world. She abandoned her upper class pedigree 

to live a life true to her Indian name, a life of sacrifice and selfless service dedicated to humanity, 

to nature, and to the Divine. 

 

1.5.2 Sarala Behn – The Silent Crusader 

Hers was a struggle from the beginning. A peaceful struggle against all injustice and 

exploitation of defenseless people. An educator and an iconoclastic thinker, she challenged 

dogma, orthodoxy, and repression at every turn. She was a woman of indomitable will and 

forceful action, an indefatigable rebel against colonialism and imperialism, and a passionate 

critic of modern theories of economics and politics. 

 Sarala Behn came to India in 1932 to join Gandhi’s struggle against British rule, worked 

in India for fifty years, and died there in 1982. Her dedication to the cause of India’s 

independence struggle, to holistic education, environment, to the uplift of women in Uttarakhand 

is legendary. Yet little is known about her life to the outside world. Unlike Mira Behn, she did 

not have long periods of close affiliations with Gandhi, and as such, no significant 

correspondence with him exists. A commemorative volume dedicated to her by her students and 

followers and published posthumously93 and her own autobiography,94 are among the few 

surviving sources that offer some valuable details of her early life and struggles, her decision to 

come to India, and her constructive work thereafter.95  

93 Shantilal Trivedi and Radha Bhatt ed., Sarala Behn: smriti grantha (Kausani: Lakshmi Ashram, 1984). 
94 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds: Autobiography of Mahatma Gandhi’s English Disciple, trans. David 

Hopkins (Kausani: Lakshmi Ashram, 2010). 
95 In a fascinating ethnographical study, Rebecca Klenk has recently explored the work on Sarala Behn’s 

educational work at Lakshmi Ashram in Uttarakhand, and its impact on the life and development of women in rural 
India. Rebecca Klenk, Educating Activists: Development and Gender in the Making of Modern Gandhians 
(Plymouth, UK: Lexington Books, 2010). 
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Catherine Mary Heilemann was born on 5 April 

1901, in London. Her mother was English and her father a 

goldsmith of Lutheran faith and Swiss-German descent. 

She mentions in her memoir that she nurtured an open 

mind with regard to nation or language, her parents  

having come from diverse nationalities. Heilemann had a 

younger brother, and the two lost their mother when 

Heilemann was seven. Her paternal grandmother took 

over the charge of the household and the care of the 

children. Heilemann adored her grandmother. 

Figure 4: Sarala Behn in India, 194296 

Her boundless love gave all the support Heilemann needed during the darkest moments of her 

childhood and adolescence. Heilemann did not harbor such faith in her father. She also spoke of 

her father as very conventional in his outlook, concerned about niceties of social comportment 

etc., and as not being very successful in his trade, unable thus, to sufficiently provide for the 

family.97 Given her father’s financial instability, Heilemann’s grandmother came to the aid of the 

family, managing not only the entire household but also contributing from her own life-savings. 

Young Heilemann was greatly inspired by her grandmother’s qualities including, her 

independent nature, honesty, strength to face life’s problems with courage and dignity, and self-

supporting life and took them to her heart. Particularly, her grandmother’s practical emphasis on 

the need for self-sufficiency had a seminal impact on Heilemann’s mind. 

96 “Khadi-Clad Sarala Behn (1942),” in A Life in Two Worlds: Autobiography of Mahatma Gandhi’s 
English Disciple, trans. David Hopkins (Kausani: Lakshmi Ashram, 2010), cover page. 

97 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 2. 
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The injustices that Heilemann and her family underwent during her childhood and adult 

days through the machinery of the state and society awoke her to its inherent contradictions in 

which political rivalry and imperial ambitions created enemies out of common people who were 

friendly neighbors. This happened during the First World War, when her father, Otto, originally 

born in Switzerland and who lived in England since his childhood was wrongly interned by the 

British as an enemy national due to a mix-up in his birth certificate. This particular incident 

completely outraged her. Apart from the unlawful detention of her father based on false claims of 

being an enemy ally, she could not reconcile to how common people of nations who were 

peaceful neighbors and friends could suddenly rise to the mindlessness of bloodshed and war at 

the prompt of their respective governments. She began questioning war as an institution to settle 

disputes and conflicts. She expressed her distress in these words: 

The new inhuman conception of total war, the spirit of reprisals, all struck home as sheer 
stupidity to one who could not accept current theories of economics and politics as 
gospel, but weighing them in the balance of common sense and finding them wanting 
was therefore categorized as an enemy of the nation. People were prepared to accept that 
if on a certain day, the rulers of two countries sign documents declaring themselves at 
war, it is the bounden duty of citizens of both countries to set about killing one another, 
even if until yesterday they had regarded themselves as friends. … Is it good sound 
common sense? It didn’t seem to me.98 
 

Soon afterwards, Heilemann was to face another traumatic experience. As a student, 

Heilemann had received scholarships for high school. She was about to win another to go on to 

university, when events took a different turn. The headmistress of her school intervened, and 

owing to the fact that she did not support the war along with her family’s so-called “enemy” 

status, she canceled Heilemann’s scholarship. This incident compelled her to abandon her studies 

at a young age of sixteen and search for employment. With her being classed as an “enemy,” this 

98 Sarala Devi (Behn), Revive Our Dying Planet: An Ecological, Socio-economical and Cultural Appeal 
(Nainital: Gyanodyaya Prakashan, 1982), 4. 
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search proved a challenging venture, but she eventually landed on the job of an office clerk. “The 

picture of the future,” she wrote in her autobiography, “that I had kept before me had been 

crushed, and my personal despair slowly began to assume the form of revolt against society.”99  

As a social activist and revolutionary in the making, her perceptive teenage mind 

questioned not only politics but also religion. Her grandmother, having a Lutheran background, 

exposed her to a non-conformist denomination and Heilemann began attending a Congregational 

Church as a child.  However, she could not comprehend many aspects of religion. She was not 

interested in church liturgies and doctrinal creed, but was attracted to the stories of the life of 

Jesus, his fundamental teachings of love, nonviolence, truth, and compassion. The work of 

Christian missionaries had an impact on her, and she harbored a secret desire to become a 

missionary one day. The onslaught of the war however, made her question her faith, 

disenchanting her about organized faith and institutional religion. She was appalled that despite 

the inhumanity of the war, the religious priests of both sides prayed for the victory over the 

enemy nation. This made her aware of what she called the “double standards of morality” 

preached by pastors, who upheld killing as many men as possible in a war to vanquish the 

enemy, while in the same breath condemn murder as a terrible crime.100 The futility of armed 

conflict and Church bigotry disillusioned her, and Heilemann stopped going to Church. Her 

grandmother, who supported her in her questioning of the inanity of war, did not support this 

decision of her grandchild. Heilemann also began to get increasingly suspicious of religious 

rituals and liturgies and she argued with her pious grandmother over such matters. She refused to 

accept the teaching that bread and wine when consecrated becomes the body and blood of 

99 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 5. 
100 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 4-5. 
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Christ.101 Her conscience and insistence on common sense led her to reject such teachings, 

refrain from partaking in the either the Holy Communion or prepare for the Confirmation, 

conducing her finally to stop attending the Church. Acceptance of any creed without verifying it 

in one’s own life became a dogma to her, apt to discountenance. However, though her spirit 

rebelled against institutional religion, Sarala Behn did not lose faith in Christ’s universal precepts 

of love, truth, and non-violence. 

Unlike Slade, who was drawn spiritually to nature at an early age, for Heilemann, it was 

the injustice, discrimination, and social ostracism she witnessed during her days in London that 

drove her to seek peace and consolation amidst nature. Heilemann had earlier developed a strong 

distaste for science subjects taught at her school like botany and geography. However, as she 

turned to nature for peace, she discovered, “These long rambles in the spring and autumn woods, 

the wondrous clouds at sunset and dawn, fleeting sunshine and shadow over the green 

countryside, opened a new vision which school-taught botany and geography had failed to 

give.”102 She considered that visions of a peaceful way of life with nature, which specialists 

teaching and theorizing evidently lack, “can be communicated by living contact, by experience, 

not by word of mouth or written word.”103 This realization of the value of experiential learning 

over the mere intellectual or factual, later played a significant role in attracting Heilemann to the 

progressive education program of Gandhi, i.e. Nayi Talim. 104 

101 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 4. Though the Congregationists do not believe in transubstantiation, 
given that Heilemann also had a strong Lutheran influence owing to her grandmother, the emphasis here appears to 
be on consubstantiation (as some Lutherans define) that the Body and Blood of Christ are substantially present “in, 
with, and under the forms” of consecrated bread and wine. “Ask Define: Define Communicant,” accessed May 16, 
2013, http://communicant.askdefine.com/. 

102 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 4. 
103 Ibid., 3. 
104 Literally translated, Nayi Talim is New Education. It was the Basic Education Program proposed by 

Gandhi in 1937, an alternative to the colonial system of education as well as a critique of the larger colonial and 
modernist political-economic structures. 
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London in the early twentieth century, was witnessing an intense and unprecedented 

phase of industrial and suburban growth. Heilemann did not find anything appealing or worth 

emulating in this rushed lifestyle. Instead, it made her seriously reflect on the goal of humanity’s 

ambition and means to achieve progress. She penned her earliest thoughts on this: 

Coming into close contact with factories I only became even more disturbed. Seeing the 
unnatural environment of the factory, the deafening noise, the people made slaves by the 
sheer speed of machines, I suffered a lot. The thought came to me that when I make use 
of items produced in these factories, in a way, I too am part of this inhuman process.105 
 

Appalled by the noise, competition, rush, and deteriorating human relationships of 

modern industrial life, she wondered, “Was it for all of this that humanity exists?” She became 

an unrelenting critic of modern economic theories and chose to remain a social outcaste. She 

sought relief in nature and as her fondness for the beauty of nature and a peaceful way of life 

increased it led her “think about leading a life among the fields and forests.”106  

After the First World War, when her father returned home after his release from 

detention, Heilemann lost her beloved grandmother. This personal loss, threw her life into utter 

loneliness and despair. She gave up interest both at home and at her workstation and following a 

petty argument with her father over whether washing could be hung outdoors to dry during 

Sabbath, she left home, discontented and unhappy. 

This marked a turning point in her life. While living in London on her own, Heilemann 

came in touch with people from other parts of Europe, who shared many of her interests and 

views. Eventually, she came to know a few Indian students and learnt from them about Indian 

politics and the nonviolent movement of Gandhi. She became once more aware of the faulty 

education she received in her school days, reflecting on which she wrote:  

105 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 8. 
106 Ibid.  
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Imperialism and colonialism were presented to me in a new light. In our history books 
Indians were always referred to within the context of ‘The White Man’s Burden.’ Now, 
though, I began to understand that we were in India, not for the benefit of the people 
there, but for their exploitation, and that having destroyed their culture we now sought 
to impose our own.107 

 

Heilemann began to take active interest in the nationalist movement in India and soon learnt 

about Gandhi’s constructive program for self-sufficiency. She found Gandhi’s methods “not 

simply a practical means of revolt against some foreign government, colonialism or 

imperialism, rather a step taken in opposition to the direction of the machine age that devalued 

human existence.” “For the first time in my life, I was exposed to ideas that resonated within 

me,” she affirmed.108 Heilemann also found the principle of Satyagraha or nonviolent 

noncooperation movement against injustice spiritually appealing, and saw in it an alternative to 

the violence and bloodshed that she experienced during the war. It awakened in her, a passion 

to fight for justice that was lying dormant within for several years. Thus, she considered 

Gandhi’s emphasis on truth and nonviolence as a pertinent solution to the problems of modern 

economic theories and “a long stride in advance of Marx.”109 Gandhi’s famous Salt March in 

the 1930 to protest against the unjust tax on salt imposed by the British had a profound 

impression on her. The news of the exemplary and unflinching bravery of men and women 

suffering hardship of every kind like lathi110 charges, gruesome police brutality, and courting 

arrest, made her feel “as if the spirit of Christ had been reawakened in a non-Christian land. It 

now seemed that the desire I had had in my childhood to become a missionary had found a new 

direction. I now considered going to India to be part of the movement for national education 

107 Sarala Behn, A Lifein Two Worlds, 12. 
108 Ibid., 12-13. 
109 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 4. 
110 Lathi is a baton or a club used repressively by police to disperse crowd. 
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through constructive activities in spinning, removal of untouchability, and promoting health 

and hygiene.”111  

Her friends and relatives in England tried to persuade her to drop her idea of going to 

India, a country with climate, people, and culture different from her own. But Heilemann 

remained firm. Her spirit was not to be dampened even when she received a reply to her letter 

from Gandhi who advised her against coming. She decided to undertake some training so that 

she can go to India with the idea of practicing that skill. She took training in midwifery, 

undertook a correspondence course in commerce etc. in course of which she came in touch 

with spiritual-pacifist groups like Quakers and the British socialist organization, Fabian 

Society. She was greatly consoled to learn that they were equally in favor of creating a new 

society through revolution, an idea, which resonated with her own political and social ideas. 

During this time, probably between 1930 and 1931, Dr. Mohan Singh Mehta of Udaipur in 

India contacted her, asking her services to teach students in a new progressive school he had 

established. Heilemann left her course in midwifery and took a course in child education 

instead, to prepare herself. 

When Gandhi arrived in London for the Round Table Conference, Heilemann 

attempted to meet him but in vain. Understanding that time has not come for her to meet 

Gandhi, she concentrated on her preparations to leave for India. On January 4, 1931, soon after 

Gandhi’s departure from England, Heilemann set sail from Liverpool for India, never to return. 

In India, Heilemann worked for five years at Vidya Bhavan, the progressive school at Udaipur, 

founded on the idea of “social reconstruction through education.” She had read about Gandhi’s 

early experiments in the field of education, and was much drawn to its practical basis toward 

the attainment of a free, egalitarian society. 

111 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 14. 
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Figure 5: Sarala Behn at Udaipur Vidya Bhavan: Sarala Behn (fifth from left) with Shri Mohan 
Singh Mehta (to her left) founder of Vidya Bhavan and other teachers, 1932.112 
 

However, she was soon to find out that despite the general poverty of the state of Rajasthan in 

which Vidya Bhavan was situated, the school catered only for the relatively well-off, middle 

class, and higher caste children and not the poor and deprived of the villages. The other thing 

which bothered her was that though oriented to bringing reform in education, the syllabus 

taught there was not practically oriented toward the needs of society. What was more, English 

was also taught and there was a tendency for its preference to the native vernacular. Apart from 

teaching young boys at Vidya Bhavan, Heilemann took keen interest in the women’s cause. 

She saw that not only were the women deprived of education, but also were kept in seclusion 

112 Neema Vaishnava, Sarala Behn with Shri Mohan Singh Mehta, founder of Vidya Bhawan (left) and her 
fellow teachers. Udaipur, 1932, David Hopkins Private Collection. 
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under the purdah113 system, having thus, no constructive role to play in society outside the 

home. Along with like-minded others, Heilemann played a crucial role during her days at 

Udaipur, urging purdah-clad women to come out from their reclusive world, and reject 

repressive social customs. She spoke openly against such practices that bound women to 

servitude. Her feminist leanings seem to be more a product of her inborn urge to oppose wrong 

values and her passion for justice that emerged in course of her sufferings in her own society in 

England, than a reflection of the concerns of the liberal middle class British feminists of her 

times. This was the first instance of her interest in the cause of the moral and social uplift of 

the depressed classes of rural women in India. 

Not finding solace in the institution-bound teaching work at Udaipur, Heilemann began 

travelling to other parts of North India to learn about Gandhian educational experiments. She 

found one Dakshinamurti Vidyarthi Bhavan (Dakshinamurti Student Home), the institute at 

Bhavnagar set up by an educationist Gijubhai Badheka, similar in many respects to the 

philosophy of Gandhi’s Nayi Talim.114 The educational experiment at Dakshinamurti offered a 

refreshing alternative to that at Udaipur. Heilemann noted that their method was student-centric 

and participatory based on learning through practical work and free from the orthodox and 

statist culture of official education. Moreover, the students were self-sufficient and rendered 

bodily labor. Instruction was in the vernacular, and was oriented to becoming volunteers to 

serve their country. Here was an example that strongly appealed to her. She liked the 

indigenous and locally suited approach of the Dakshinamurti model meant for carving out 

113 Purdah is literally a veil. Purdah as a system is a segregation of the sexes in northern and western India 
where Hindu women wore a veil, i.e. purdah to cover their faces, necks, and bodies. 

114 Girija Shanker Bhagwanji Badheka, popularly known as Gijubhai (1885-1939) was one of the early 
pioneers of educational experiments for children in India and his work attracted Gandhi’s attention before he 
implemented his Nayi Talim. Badheka was in turn, inspired by the theories of Maria Montesssori and played a major 
role in implementing such ideas while molding them to the Indian socio-cultural and local context. Y.K. Singh, 
Philosophical Foundation of Education (New Delhi: APH Publishing, 2008).  
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revolutionaries. As she said, she had come to India not with the dream of a social reformer but 

that of a revolutionary, working in Gandhi’s constructive program, the real basis of the 

freedom struggle, one that prepared nonviolent workers to serve the nation and its people.115 

 In 1935, Heilemann went to visit the Mahila Ashram (women’s institute) at Wardha for 

further guidance in the kind of educational work she was interested. Here, she met Gandhi for 

the first time. By this time, Heilemann was using her Indian name, Sarala116 Behn, given to her 

by her Indian comrades.117 At Maganwadi in Wardha, which was at the forefront of Gandhi’s 

experiments in village industries, Sarala Behn participated in the village sanitation work (then 

organized by Mira Behn), learnt the art of spinning cotton, and the economic and moral basis 

of the various constructive activities and experiments aimed at village uplift.  

After these experiences, in 1936, Sarala Behn decided to leave Udaipur to join 

Gandhi’s Nayi Talim center at Sevagram. For a while, she stayed at the women’s institute at 

Wardha. Living with the women and girls, she came to observe at first hand many of the 

conditions that existed within the institute and was not satisfied with what she found. She noted 

that several of Gandhi’s followers could not implement his ideals of education, thus creating a 

joyless and artificial atmosphere with no connection whatsoever between life and education. 

However, during this time, two gifted progressive educators who were also a couple, Asha 

Devi and Aryanayakam, had joined Gandhi to assist him in this new experiment of Nayi 

Talim.118 Following their inspiration and Gandhi’s encouragement, Sarala Behn joined the 

115 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 36. 
116 Sarala is the feminine for simple and honest in Hindi.  
117 In India, Sarala Behn used to sign her name as Sarala Devi in official letters and as an author. In several 

publications, variations of her name appear as Sarlabehn, Sarala Behen, Sarla Devi, Sarlaben, Sarala Bahen, 
Saralabehn, Sarala Behan, and Sarla Bahen. 

118 It is interesting to note that during this time, Mira Behn was helping Asha Devi and Aryanayakam in 
planning out the buildings for the Nayi Talim model school (Ananda Niketan). Seeing her initiative, Gandhi had 
wished that Mira Behn would take up this new branch of activities on education, but as we know, she had a certain 

49 

                                                 



 
 

Hindustani Talimi Sangh or Basic Education scheme at Sevagram. Though she preferred to 

work from Sevagram and loved being amongst children, the heat, heavy workload, and 

recurrent bouts of malaria took a toll on her health. She began searching for a cooler location 

where she could regain her health and work towards Gandhi’s constructive program on 

education. Incidentally, she had heard about a Gandhi ashram at Chanauda, a hill town in 

Almora district of the Uttarakhand Himalayas which worked to promote woolen spinning and 

weaving. In mid-1941, she decided to settle at this place and start her project.  

Following Gandhi’s advice she spent a year familiarizing with the local conditions and 

the people. She traveled to the interior of the hills by foot, took part in the selling of Khadi, and 

tried to organize women’s meetings.  It was during these travels that Sarala Behn came to 

encounter for the first time the hardworking women of the hills. She became aware of the sharp 

discrepancy in the sexual division of labor in the traditional agri-pastoral communities of the 

mountains. While only men did the plowing and managed irrigation of the fields, the women 

did practically all agricultural operations working in their “fields and their forests in sun, rain 

and frost, weeding, harvesting, carrying heavy loads of fuel, fodder and litter, from early dawn 

to falling dusk, to sustain their family.”119 Yet, she noted that the women, while taking their 

life as a matter of course were not ready to relinquish their right to work in the fields and 

instead took pride in it.120 Thus, Sarala Behn became aware of the pivotal role of women in hill 

economy and society. However, she also realized that all this did not make them participate in 

constructive work or interested in their own social and moral progress.  

dislike towards communal life as in schools and institutions. Running “an educational center was something I could 
not face,” she had remarked. Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 212. 

119 Sarala Devi, “What is Development?” Himalaya: Man and Nature (June 1977-May 1978): 11. 
120 Sarala Devi, “The Women of the UP Hills,” July 18, 1974, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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Similar to Mira Behn, Sarala Behn also defied Gandhi’s instructions that Western 

supporters of the constructive program should not take part in political activities. She played an 

active part in political and social activism during the Quit India Movement of 1942. When the 

activists at Chanauda ashram were arrested on September 2, 1942, she made up her mind to stand 

between the people and the ongoing tyranny and oppression of the British. The incarceration and 

death sentences of the arrested men directly impacted their families with heavy fines and auction 

of their land, crop, and properties along with the fear or pain of losing their loved ones. Sarala 

Behn began touring the villages, reassuring and extending help in all form to these troubled 

families of imprisoned activists of the nationalist struggle.  

For her open flouting of the imperial orders, she was put under house arrest at her place in 

Kausani, a small house on a hilltop provided by a social worker for her use in constructive 

activities. However, she defied orders by secretly stepping out in the night, making her way 

through the deep forests to reach Almora before dawn. Here she hid herself during the daytime 

often on a tree or in someone’s stable and came out in the night to reach out to the unfortunate 

families of the freedom fighters. She traveled from village to village, organizing help of all sorts 

such as bringing messages from the jail, collecting funds to meet the needs of the families of 

those incarcerated, who were left without any resource or means of survival.121  

 

121 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
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Figure 6: Lakshmi Ashram of Kausani, the historic building where Sarala Behn was under house 
arrest in August 1942.122  
  

While working for political relief, Sarala Behn came to appreciate the life and character 

of the hill women better. She observed that even in the midst of despair and harassment, the 

women continued to maintain their families while facing official oppression of the foreign rulers 

with a pride that their husbands were imprisoned for the noble cause of the nation.123 Astonished 

at their indomitable spirit and courage, devotion to and sacrifice for their families, Sarala Behn 

mused, “What a fund of strength is hidden here, if only it could be used for constructive social 

purposes!” 124  

122 David Hopkins, Lakshmi Ashram, the original and historic building where Sarala Behn was placed under 
house arrest in August 1942 [ca. 1972-73], David Hopkins Private Collection. 

123 Sarala Devi, “The Growth of People’s Movement: From Girls’ Education to Conservation – a Non 
Violent Strategy,” February 27, 1979, David Hopkins Private Collection. 

124 Sarala Behan (Behn), “Our Moral Responsibility Towards Women,” Bhoodan 6, no. 20, (September 2, 
1961): 153. 

52 

                                                 



 
 

Sarala Behn’s political and social activism aptly earned her the title from British 

officials of the “most dangerous person in the district.”125 For her bold role in the freedom 

movement and violations of the imperial order, she was imprisoned twice. During her yearlong 

sentence in 1945, Sarala Behn came to learn about the plight of another section of the oppressed 

people, the women prisoners from the hills who were destitute widows abandoned by their 

husbands and victims of various kinds of gendered discrimination and social oppression. Close 

contact with these women helped her understand their personal and social problems.  

As a result of these varied experiences with the women, both in the prison and outside, 

Sarala Behn realized that an experiment in basic education for girls was an imperative in the hills. 

There they led miserable lives, with little or no formal education, were married early, and were 

responsible for almost all household and farming work. Her aim was to “try to build up stamina 

and morale amongst the women-folk and bring them to realize their status they are entitled to and 

should assume in society.”126 However, Sarala Behn knew that for effective social work, she 

should stay fixed and concentrate on work in one place, and not dissipate her energies by various 

activities.127 Deciding to start her work at Kausani, Sarala Behn went to Gandhi to seek his 

blessings. A worker with firm focus on devoted service rather than personal satisfaction in 

producing desired results, she promised Gandhi that she would dedicate twenty years to this task 

of educating girls with the long-term mission of instilling in them “new values of life in the face 

of a hostile world.”128 

True to her word, Sarala Behn carried out her promised service of social transformation 

through basic education for girls for twenty years. Beginning in 1946 her institution, Kasturba 

125 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 143. 
126 Sarala Devi, “The Women of the U.P. Hills,” July 18, 1974, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
127 Sarala Devi to Shri P.N. Panwal, August 5, 1942, in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 304. 
128 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 174. 
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Mahila Utthan Mandal (Kasturba Association for Women’s Uplift) after the memory of Gandhi’s 

wife Kasturba, popularly called Lakshmi Ashram, became the first one in the region to educate 

rural women and girls. Her years of service to the families of the freedom fighters bore fruit, as 

they sent their daughters to her school. The institution stands today as an inspiring project of self 

and community transformation. Chapters 4 and 5 are devoted to the story of her constructive 

activities in Uttarakhand and elsewhere in India. 

Sarala Behn spent the last few years of her life on Vyapak Lok Shikshan 

(Comprehensive Public Education) a mass education program on environmental awareness and 

women’s empowerment.129 She spread her word through organizing long foot marches, 

through the press in which she wrote mainly on ecological issues, and through organizing 

social movement in the hills to sustain the Himalayan environment. For her lifelong 

contribution to Sarvodaya work, she was honored with the prestigious award from Jamnalal 

Bajaj Foundation (Mumbai) in 1979. She utilized the award money in publishing her work and 

in establishing Parvatiya Paryavaran Samrakshan Samiti (PPSS) or Mountain Environment 

Protection Committee at Dharamghar in Pithoragarh district of Uttarakhand, a center that 

would cater to the protection of Himalayan environment.130Sarala Behn passed away on July 8, 

1982 at Almora. Her legacy lies in her educational program that translated Gandhi’s ideas into 

an evolved, transformative living practice of empowering women by instilling in them self-

confidence, making them self-reliant with purpose and agency in shaping society. She served 

as an inspiring mentor to more than one generation of social activists in Uttarakhand. If not a 

daughter or a disciple of Gandhi, Sarala Behn can be correctly acclaimed as the “Mother of 

129 Sadan Mishra, “Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 2012 ko shraddhanjali ke do shabd” (A 
tribute to Sarala Behn on her death anniversary, 8th of July) (speech, Lakshmi Ashram Kausani, Almora, July 8, 
2012). 

130 Vimla Bahuguna, “Manav shilpi Behnji,” [Behnji, the crafter of people] in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 
74. 
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Sarvodaya activities in the hills of Uttarakhand,” and “a teacher who teaches through 

action.”131 

 

1.5 Overview of the Chapters 

In the introductory chapter, I have discussed the nature, significance, and limitations of 

the research, and provided a brief biographical sketch of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn.  

In Chapter 2, I generate an overview of Gandhi’s philosophy of development and 

sustainability and his concept of constructive program. This situates the contribution of Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn in the context of the Gandhian perspective on the relationship between 

science, technology, development, and society and its contrasts with Nehruvian ideals of 

development.  

Chapter 3 is dedicated to the constructive work of Mira Behn in Uttarakhand. This 

chapter analyzes Mira Behn’s critique of the modern economic development paradigm and her 

conceptualization of sustainable rural community development in the Himalayan villages.  

Chapter 4 examines Sarala Behn’s educational philosophy and her efforts at social 

reconstruction through grassroots education of disadvantaged village girls and women in the 

Kumaon hills of Uttarakhand. It tells the story of how girls trained in her school later organized 

rural women for unprecedented social transformation in the hills.  

Chapter 5 addresses the gap in knowledge that has obscured Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn’s unique vision and groundwork in the emergence of the consciousness of sustainability in 

two most important environmental movements in Uttarakhand: the Chipko Andolan and the 

Anti-Tehri Dam Movement.  

131 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Address by Shri Sunderlal Bahuguna on the occasion of the release of the book 
‘Revive Our Dying Planet’, by Smt. Sarla Devi at NMNH, New Delhi on 12.1.1982,” Sarala Behn Papers, Nehru 
Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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Chapter 6 closes the study with a discussion of the overall philosophical and practical 

contributions of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s towards their vision of a transformative society, 

pointing thus to the ongoing relevance of their ideas today. This chapter attempts to articulate the 

nature of their integrative worldview and ethical system, which addresses the question of 

sustainability and informs and enriches our understanding of interfaith dialog, social justice, and 

ecological issues, at both global and local scales. 
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CHAPTER 2 

GANDHIAN PERCEPTIONS OF SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND DEVELOPMENT 

 
I simply want to tell the story of my numerous experiments with truth, and as my life 
consists of nothing but those experiments… I claim for them nothing more than does a 
scientist who, though he conducts his experiments with utmost accuracy, forethought and 
minuteness, never claims any finality about his conclusions, but keeps an open mind 
regarding them. 
 

— Gandhi, An Autobiography or The Story of My Experiments with Truth 
 
I believe that Independent India can only discharge her duty toward a groaning world by 
adopting [a] simple but ennobled life by developing her thousands of cottage [industries] 
and living at peace with the world.  
 

            — Gandhi, “Alternative to Industrialism,” August 25, 1946 

 
At the heart of science is an essential balance between two seemingly contradictory 
attitudes - an openness to new ideas, no matter how bizarre or counterintuitive they may 
be, and the most ruthless skeptical scrutiny of all ideas, old and new. This is how deep 
truths are winnowed from deep nonsense.  
 

               — Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World 

 

2.1  Introduction 

In developing Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s philosophical perceptions on sustainability 

and development, it is important to ask how they perceived the relationship between science, 

technology, development, and society. In answering these questions, it is important to explore 

Gandhi’s ideas on the role of science and technology to development. This is because, not only 

were both Mira Behn and Sarala Behn significantly influenced by Gandhi, but also because they 

went beyond his work. This chapter is devoted to addressing the Gandhian interpretation of 

science, technology, and implications on development. 
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Contemporary scholarship on Gandhi has largely focused on his life and political 

philosophy, his nonviolent methods in challenging oppressive regimes, and lately, his spiritual 

and proto ecological visions. 132 However, there exists insufficient scholarly attention on his 

contribution to the intellectual history and the sociology of knowledge, particularly his views on 

the role of science and technology to development.  This lack of comprehensive scholarship on 

Gandhi is probably due to the emphasis on his political philosophy and the temptation to exalt 

and typecast him as a saintly figure and an apostle of nonviolence. Such renderings of a 

stereotyped spiritual Gandhi have become an impediment to wider scholarship and critical 

intellectual scrutiny. It has undermined the relevance of Gandhi’s critique of modernity and 

urban industrial civilization, his critique of Western knowledge systems, and discounted the 

value of his personal and social experiments for sustainability and human progress.  

Gandhi’s attitude to science and technology is usually interpreted in terms of his views on 

machinery expressed in Hind Swaraj (Indian Home Rule) published in 1909. More often than 

not, critics make selective allusions to his statements made in chapter nineteen of this important 

book. Here is an example of a rather notorious excerpt: 

It is machinery that has impoverished India. It is difficult to measure the harm that 
Manchester has done to us. It is due to Manchester that Indian handicraft has all but 
disappeared… Where there is machinery, there are large cities; and where there are large 
cities, there are tram-cars and railways; and there only does one see electric light…I 
cannot recall a single good point in connection with machinery. Books can be written to 
demonstrate its evils.133 

 

132 Akeel Bilgrami, “Gandhi, the Philosopher,” Economic and Political Weekly 38, no. 39 (September 27, 
2003): 4159-4165; Ravindra Verma, The Spiritual Perceptions of Mahatma Gandhi (New Delhi: Rupa & Co., 
2006); Dennis Dalton, Mahatma Gandhi: Non-Violent Power in Action (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2001); David W. Orr, “At the End of Our Tether: the Rationality of Nonviolence,” Conservation Biology 22 no.2 
(April 2008): 235-238; David Arnold, Gandhi: Profiles in Power (Harlow: Longman Publishing Group, 2001); 
Vinay Lal, “Gandhi and the Ecological Vision of Life: Thinking Beyond Deep Ecology,” Environmental Ethics  22, 
no. 2 (Summer 2000): 149-168; Bart Gruzalski, “Gandhi’s Contribution to Environmental Thought and Action,” 
Environmental Ethics 24 (Fall, 2002): 227-242. 

133 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule (Ahmedabad: Navjeevan Publishing House, 
1938), 81-83. 
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It is not hard to infer from the above that a narrow and selective rendering of the text of Hind 

Swaraj is a possible reason why Gandhi is more often than not projected as an enemy of modern 

science and technology.  Nehru for instance, made clear divisions “between himself as a science 

person and Gandhi as a religious man” who could mobilize masses but who is irrelevant in the 

modern age.134 Leading astrophysicist, scientist-engineer and an advocate of heavy 

industrialization and technological revolution, Meghnad Saha, asserted, “we do not for a moment 

believe that better and happier conditions of life can be created by discarding modern scientific 

techniques and reverting back to the spinning wheel, the loin cloth and the bullock cart.” In his 

choice of the “cold logic of technology” against the vague utopia of Gandhian economics, Saha 

wrote, “[i]n spite of what our saintly Mahatma may say, the future belongs to those who know 

how to use machines.”135 Inadequate research coupled with critical responses not only from 

technocrats of the Nehruvian era of industrialization but also from certain circles of prominent 

intellectuals in the West, like Philip Spratt and Aldous Huxley,136 provide reason why the 

existing knowledge base and understanding of Gandhi’s conception of the nature of science and 

technology has been limited, misconstrued, and incomplete. 

Contrary to such popular excogitations on Gandhi’s views on science and technology in 

this chapter, I suggest that the early approach of Gandhi to science and technology holds much 

value in challenging dominant philosophical approaches and offering creative alternatives to 

134 Shambhu Prasad, “Towards an Understanding of Gandhi’s Views on Science,”Economic and Political 
Weekly 36, no. 39 (September 29-October 5, 2001), 3721. 

135 Pratik Chakrabarti, “Science in India in the Twentieth Century,” in Science, Technology, Imperialism 
and War ed. Jyoti Bhushan Das Gupta, vol. 15, Part 1, History of Science, Philosophy and Culture in Indian 
Civilization, ed. D. P. Chattopadhyaya (New Delhi: Centre for Studies in Civilizations, 2007), 163. 

136 Prominent westerners like Philip Spratt saw Gandhi’s solution to problems presented by industrialism 
imbued with strong anti-science and anti-social elements. Aldous Huxley considered Gandhi’s Khadi movement 
(movement for local self-reliance) as naïve, aimed to “abandon science altogether and live like primitives or, at best, 
in the style of our medieval ancestors,” and that such “return to nature” implies “a slaughter, compared with which 
the massacres of Timur and Jinghiz Khan seem almost imperceptibly trivial.” Aldous Huxley, “Economists, 
Scientists, and Humanists,” Science in the Changing World ed. Mary Adams (London: George Allen and Unwin 
Ltd., 1977), 211. 
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development. Rather than simplistic, Gandhi’s ideas on science were extremely complex, 

involving methods, experimentation, laboratory, research, and field training, through which 

Gandhi defined a space for an alternative science for civil society. I argue that Gandhian 

technoscientific notions and practices are important to study not only because it is least explored, 

but also because of its potential role in broadening contemporary discourses on the social choice 

of sustainable science and technology for human development.  

In the first section of this chapter, I discuss the philosophical basis of Gandhi’s vision of 

science and technology in relation to human progress. I refer to Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj and 

fragments from his collected works, especially his writings between the 1920s and 1940s.  

The second and third sections describe Gandhi’s application of science and technology to 

his experiments in education and in the regeneration of village communities as developed in his 

Constructive Program.  

To explicate Gandhi’s ideas in the context of a modern world, I refer in the fourth section 

to some common threads running in his critique of modern science and technology with that of 

some late twentieth-century thinkers like E.F. Schumacher and Ivan Illich. The latter two 

supported and rehabilitated Gandhi’s far-reaching critiques in their writings. 

The fifth section compares and contrasts the philosophical differences between 

Gandhi’s proposal for grassroots development and Jawaharlal Nehru’s scheme of large-scale 

industrial development, in line with the Soviet model. The purpose of this section is not to 

generate black and white portraits of Gandhi and Nehru, but to understand their different 

conceptualizations of development. I maintain that their differences flowed from their distinct 

philosophies of the role of science and technology to development in the independent nation-
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state. In support of my argument, I draw on major correspondence between the two, Nehru’s 

interpretation of the Hind Swaraj, and his model of centralized economic development. 

In the sixth section, I explicitly deal with Gandhi’s conceptions of democracy and 

development, Swaraj and Sarvodaya respectively. This model of development, I contend, is an 

alternative to the modern concept of progress at the level of the individual, society, nation, and, 

ultimately, the world.  

In the seventh and final section of this chapter, I briefly consider Gandhi’s historic 

scheme for a regenerated democracy as depicted in his Last Will and Testament. While the 

majority of intellectual opinions within the nationalist movement opposed and abandoned 

Gandhi’s arrangement for reform, I argue it was Mira Behn and Sarala Behn among a few, who 

continued to practice Gandhi’s ideas. I submit that Gandhi’s influence and his holistic vision of 

an alternative modernity that redefines development through sustainability, equity, and justice 

served as the catalyst to the transformations that took place through the work of Mira Behn and 

Sarala Behn. 

 

2.2 Gandhi’s Views on Science, Technology, and Development 

“It is a common superstition in India, and more so outside India…that I am an opponent, 

a foe, of science. Nothing can be farther from truth than a charge of this character…I think that 

we cannot live without science, if we keep it in its right place,” so remarked Gandhi in a speech 

to students of engineering at Trivandrum in South India, in 1925.137 I propose the above 

statement of Gandhi as an invitation to question popular representations of Gandhi as an 

opponent of science. 

137 M.K. Gandhi, “Speech in Reply to Students,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (December 
27, 1924-March 21, 1925), vol. 30, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 409, accessed, 
March 2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL030.PDF. 
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Gandhi’s position on science and technology in Hind Swaraj lies in his civilizational 

critique of industrial modernity. In this document, Gandhi presented a scathing indictment of the 

perils of modern civilization in the West dominating the world through its science and 

technology and its economic and political institutions. It is important to note that in such a 

counter-cultural critique Gandhi does not fall back uncritically on tradition, create a barrier 

between East and West, or condemn all that is Western. Gandhi opposed the predominant 

character of modern civilization as materialistic, imperialistic, and as an exploitation of the 

weaker races of the earth. As he stated “there is no such thing as Western or European 

civilization, but there is a modern civilization which is purely material.” The latter according to 

Gandhi is unsustainable because it “is a civilization which grinds down the masses and in which 

a few men [sic] capture power in the name of the people and abuse it.”138  

Civilization according to Gandhi was “that mode of conduct which points out to man 

[sic] the path of duty,” where performing duty and observing morality builds the foundation of 

any civilization.139 However, the culture of modern civilization, Gandhi argued, as founded on 

colonial imperialism, industrial capitalism, and scientific materialism violates this very spirit of 

civilization as “good conduct.” One principal issue with modern civilization, as Gandhi 

perceived it, was the separation of fact from value. Gandhi argued against a nonmoral ontology 

that separated the “ought” from the “is” and made science value-neutral in theory. The other 

problem that Gandhi saw in modern civilization was its utilitarian, selfish, and self-indulgent 

goals that undermined the moral foundation of society.140 The theory of unlimited human wants 

and conquest of nature that formed the defining features of such a civilization had no appeal to 

138 M. K. Gandhi, “Shortcomings of Western Civilization,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 
(August 5, 1909 – April 9, 1910), vol. 10, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 393, 
accessed March 2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL010.PDF.  

139 M.K. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 1938), 53. 
140 Sunil Sahasrabudhey, Gandhi’s Challenge to Modern Science (Mapusa: Other India Press, 2002), 37-38. 
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Gandhi.141 In the background of Gandhi’s approach to science as integral to life and ethics, his 

civilizational critique in Hind Swaraj can be defined as a “contemporary statement on science 

policy” aiming to challenge the established maxims of a professionalized scientific worldview, 

the dualism of knowledge and power, fact and value, and the layman and the expert.142 

In Hind Swaraj, Gandhi was particularly critical about the unbridled growth of machinery 

and large-scale industrialization as an unsustainable feature of modern society. Yet, Gandhi’s 

attitude to machinery was neither that of a romantic critic of technical progress nor an advocate 

of return to a pre-technological world. A closer reading of the Hind Swaraj reveals his position 

as opposed not to technology, but to the “craze for machinery”: 

What I object to is the craze for machinery, not machinery as such. The craze is for what 
they call labor-saving machinery…I want to save time and labor, not for a fraction of 
mankind, [sic] but for all; I want the concentration of wealth, not in the hands of a few, 
but in the hands of all. Today machinery merely helps a few to ride on the backs of 
millions. The impetus behind it all is not the philanthropy to save labor, but greed. It is 
against the constitution of things that I am fighting with all my might.143  

 

Thus,  Gandhi held technological progress culpable for fostering indiscreet development, 

adopting machines that retrench and displace necessary human labor in the name of achieving 

efficiency and concentrates power in the hands of a few. Exorcising the root problem of greed, 

wasteful competition, and exploitation that is associated with large-scale machinery and stressing 

the qualified and contextual usage of machinery, Gandhi’s critique was thus precisely leveled 

against the overwhelmingly prevailing materialism, determinism, and inbuilt sense of efficiency 

in modern conceptions of science and technology.  

141 M.K. Gandhi, “Interview to Journalists,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (October 13, 
1931-February 8, 1932), vol. 54, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 233-34, accessed 
May 20, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL054.PDF. 

142 Shiv Vishwanathan, A Carnival For Science: Essays on Science, Technology and Development (New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997), 130-132. 

143 M.K. Gandhi, “Preface to the New Edition,” Hind Swaraj (1938), 8. 
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Contrary to the conception of science as a progressive, secular, and universal method of 

inquiry, the Gandhian method regards science and its advancement more from a Kuhnian 

perspective. Thomas Kuhn had argued in the early sixties that scientific revolutions or significant 

scientific advancements emerge beyond the zone of “normal science” or the conservative, 

paradigm-bound, “puzzle-solving” approach to knowledge and scientific discourse. 144 Paradigm 

shifts occur when alternatives are explored that both conceptually and empirically challenge the 

established frameworks of thought of self-contained scientific communities. The Gandhian 

method proposed one such alternative to the dominant and exclusivist versions of conventional 

science under the modernist paradigm. However, Gandhi’s method represented a social 

epistemology of science, including not merely the epistemic, but also the social and the ethical. 

Kuhn was popularized this idea, especially that of science as a social process affected by social 

circumstances and the role of social and value-laden aspects of scientific reasoning. This was 

also argued by C. West Churchman, Philip Frank, and Richard Rudner,145 who in the early fifties 

had attempted to make value-judgments an essential part of scientific reasoning and 

methodology. While Churchman-Rudner and later Kuhn’s arguments emphasized the public role 

of science in society, Gandhi gave a practical shape to the idea that science, technology, and 

progress are essentially a value-embedded exercise, through which new truths are socially caused 

by constantly contesting the existent. Thus, Gandhi did not see science as an expertise and 

mission-oriented search that is independent of the agency of the individual scientist. Ethical and 

social self-reflection was as much part of a scientist’s study as objective research, which he 

called the essential link between internal and external research that connects the scientists to the 

144 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962). 
145 Heather Douglas, Science, Policy, and the Value-Free Ideal (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 

2009), 50. 
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people and the environment.146 He remarked, “In my humble opinion there are limitations even 

to scientific research, and the limitations that I place upon scientific search are the limitations 

that humanity imposes upon us.”147  

This conception of science and technology as a social enterprise controlled by society, 

and not an objective, universal and value-neutral process, is the major key to understanding 

Gandhi’s view on social progress and economic sustainability.148 Gandhi’s perspective on 

science and technology as contingent on human, social and contextual matters implies that better 

scientific and technological options could be generated on socio-politico-economic concerns of 

equity, employment, labor-intensiveness, and decentralized ownership and control of 

resources.149  Thus, Western models of techno-economic development have not been appropriate 

for India where it resulted in social, economic, and cultural immiserisation, and misutilization 

and depletion of natural resources. However, while Gandhi did not favor labor-displacing 

machinery for India, he did not generalize his view and realized the need for such machinery in 

other contexts. For instance, he acknowledged, “mechanization is good when hands are too few 

for the work”.... “a big country like America with very sparse population, perhaps, cannot do 

otherwise.” He also added, “a big country, with a teeming population with an ancient rural 

tradition…need not, must not copy the Western model. What is good for one nation situated in 

one condition is not necessarily good for another differently situated. One man’s [sic] food is 

146 M.K. Gandhi, “Speech at Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma 
Gandhi (June 4 – September 1, 1927), vol. 39, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 210-
211, accessed April 2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL039.PDF. 

147 M.K. Gandhi, “Speech in Reply to Students’ Address, Trivandrum,” in The Collected Works of 
Mahatma Gandhi (December 27, 1924 - March 21, 1925), vol. 30, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government 
of India, 1999), 410, accessed April 2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL030.PDF. 

148 Sahasrabudhey, Gandhi’s Challenge to Modern Science, 45. 
149 Anup Sam Ninan, “Gandhi’s Technoscience: Sustainability and Technology as Themes of Politics,” 

Sustainable Development 17, (2009): 183-196. 
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often another man’s [sic] poison.”150 Later, Ernst F. Schumacher appropriated Gandhi’s point, 

“…modern technology is the product of countries which are long on capital and short on 

labor…how could this technology fit the conditions of countries which suffer from a surplus of 

labor and shortage of machines?”151 Thus, we may infer that the Gandhian perspective accepts 

technologies as “socially constructed realities with meanings and functions intelligible in relation 

to human contexts, not ahistorical notions of scientific reason and technical efficiency.”152  

As a corollary to the view of science as a socially constructed, value-embedded exercise, 

is Gandhi’s philosophy and practice of the Swadeshi, which he proposed in 1904, and which 

aimed to improve the local culture and economy by bringing the producer and the consumer 

together into an intimate relationship. Literally meaning local self-reliance, Swadeshi is the 

means for the organization of life around what is near or what belongs to us and our extended 

selves.153 The spirit of self-reliance is to organize human activity through the practice of science 

and technology such that it brings self-sufficiency, creativity, as well to promote justice and 

equitable growth. One deviates from this spirit when satisfaction of wants comes from sources 

far away, as in the modern industrial and centralized production and distribution system. Thus, 

the Swadeshi approach encouraged technology integrated with the existing social, economic, and 

cultural systems at a particular time and in a given region.154 This approach and process of 

integration was a gradual and a democratic one, involving public participation, preparation and 

interaction in the modification, betterment, innovation, and even dismissal of a particular 

technological alternative. It also included a firm belief in the ethical precepts of truth and non-

150 Pyarelal Nayyar, “Towards New Horizons,” Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase (Ahmedabad: Navjeevan 
Press, 1959), 150. 

151 E.F. Schumacher, “A Saner Technology,” Khadigramodyog, 17 (January 1971): 253. 
152 David Kaplan, “How to Read Technology Critically,” in New Waves in Philosophy of Technology ed. J. 

Olsen, E. Selinger, S. Riis (London: Palgrave McMillan, 2009), 91. 
153 Sahasrabudhey, (2002), 25. 
154J.I. (Hans) Bakker, “The Gandhian Approach to Swadeshi or Appropriate Technology: A 

Conceptualization in Terms of Basic Needs and Equity,” Journal of Agricultural Ethics 3, no. 1 (1990): 60. 
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violence acting as a regulative belief and a foundation for the incorporation of human values 

within the body of science and technical practice.155  

Finally, Gandhi’s rejection of scientific materialism and technological determinism was 

based on his realization that substitution of man by machine creates organized, universal, and 

hegemonic knowledge systems, which contribute to delegitimization and demolition of 

traditional knowledge systems and traditional technology. For example, Gandhi was critical of 

mechanistic-vivisectional science, the iatrogeny of modern medicine, and the bureaucratization 

and professionalization of modern scientific disciplines.156 However, instead of a categorical 

denunciation of such universalized knowledge systems, Gandhi involved a parallel process of 

transformation through questioning and redefining the meaning, content, and areas of scientific 

knowledge and technological practices connected to the political process. He devised a political 

ecology of knowledge organized around a series of experiments to allow equality and reciprocity 

between various forms of knowledge, Western and indigenous. For instance, as an antidote to the 

ill effects of professionalized modern medicine, Gandhi endorsed drugless alternative practices 

of cure like those of Louis Kunhe and Adolf Just’s naturopathy as well as indigenous medicines 

like Ayurveda and Unani.157 This was Gandhi’s “living ecology of knowledge,” a pursuit for 

“cognitive justice” for different forms of knowledge to co-exist and not to be subsumed under 

state-sponsored monocultures of knowledge.158 This creative engagement with traditional and 

155 M.K. Gandhi, Truth is God (Ahmedabad: Navjeevan Publishing House, 1959), 18. 
156 Vishwanathan, A Carnival for Science, 134-135. Social critic Ivan Illich raised very similar questions in 

the 70s about the crisis of modern institutionalized medicine. Pointing to the monopoly of doctors and the major 
threat to health and traditional culture posed by professional medicine through iatrogenic diseases, Illich argued that 
medical care in industrialized nations “concentrated on breeding a human stock that was fit only for domesticated 
life within an increasingly more costly, man-made, scientifically controlled environment.” Ivan Illich, Tools For 
Conviviality (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 7. 

157 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Nature Cure (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 1954). Gandhi was 
influenced by Louis Kunhe’s (1894) The New Science of Healing and Adolf Just’s (1903) Return to Nature. 

158 Shiv Vishwanathan, “A Celebration of Difference: Science and Democracy in India,” Science 280, 
(April 3, 1998): 42. 
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modern forms of knowledge implied attending to basic human survival and justice concerns on 

one hand and the need for a “deprofessionalization” of human social relations on the other. 

Instead of serving only the minorities in the cities, scientists should be living in and serving the 

millions living in the countryside for the creation of what Illich called a “postindustrial convivial 

lifestyle.”159  

 

2.3  Science and Education 

If Gandhi wanted village constructive workers to be community scientists he also wanted 

modern scientists to espouse the cause of ameliorating the condition of the masses, breaking the 

barrier between the elite and the subaltern in the process.160 Addressing students at Indian 

Institute of Science at Bangalore in 1927 Gandhi urged, “unless all the discoveries that you make 

have the welfare of the poor as the end in view, all your workshops will be really no better than 

Satan’s workshops.”161 For Gandhi, such a science has to broaden its ethical base to include the 

concerns of the human and the nonhuman world: 

I see the day clearly dawning when the honest scientist of the West will put limitations 
upon the present methods of pursuing knowledge. Future measurements will take note 
not only of the human family but of all that lives, and even as we are slowly but surely 
discovering that it is an error to suppose that Hindus can thrive upon the degradation of a 
fifth of themselves or that peoples of the West can rise of live upon the exploitation and 
degradation of the Eastern and African nations, so shall we realize in the fullness of time, 
that our dominion over the lower order of creation is not for their slaughter, but for their 
benefit equally with ours.162  

 

159 Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality (1973), 25. 
160 Shambhu Prasad, “Towards an Understanding of Gandhi’s view on Science,” Economic and Political 

Weekly 36, no.39 (2001): 3731. 
161 M.K. Gandhi, “Speech at Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma 

Gandhi (June 4, 1927 – September 1, 1927), vol. 39 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 
211, accessed March 15, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL039.PDF. 

162 M.K. Gandhi, “A Student’s Question,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (September 25, 
1925 – February 10, 1926), vol. 33 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 312, accessed 
March 15, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL033.PDF. 
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However, Gandhi realized that a humanitarian confluence of the elite and the subaltern in the 

pursuit of de-professionalized scientific knowledge for the betterment of all is not possible so 

long as the root of the problem, the mind-body dualism endemic to the professional world 

remains unchallenged. In this connection, Gandhi clearly saw the necessity for reforming an 

education system that perceives brainwork and manual work as essentially separate, and valued 

hierarchically. Gandhi reprimanded this dualistic mindset:  

We are apt to think lightly of the village crafts because we have divorced education from 
manual training. Manual work has been regarded as something inferior, and owing to the 
wretched distortion of the varna163 we came to regard spinners and weavers and 
carpenters and shoemakers as belonging to the inferior castes and the proletariat. We 
have had no Crompton and Hargreaves because of this vicious system of considering the 
crafts as something inferior divorced from the skilled. If they had been regarded as 
callings having an independent status of their own equal to the status that learning 
enjoyed, we should have had great inventors from among our craftsmen.164 
 

Addressing students, Gandhi further stated that “science is essentially one of those things 

in which theory alone is of no value whatsoever, unless you have practical knowledge and unless 

you conduct practical experiments …unless our hands go hand in hand with our heads we would 

be able to do nothing whatsoever.”165 As a solution to this problem, Gandhi developed an 

educational system called Nayi Talim or New Education in 1937,166 which would not produce 

alienated hierarchies of knowledge between scientists as specialists and the common people, but 

produce scientists who would be “real servants of the nation.” The idea of Nayi Talim stressed 

educating children by teaching some useful handicraft scientifically, for an all-round 

163 The hierarchic division of traditional Hindu society into four castes.  
164 M.K. Gandhi, “Discussion with an Educationist,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (July 6, 

1937 – February 20, 1938), vol. 72 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 227, accessed 
March 14, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL072.PDF. 

165 M.K. Gandhi, “Speech in Reply to Students’ Address, Trivandrum,” in The Collected Works of 
Mahatma Gandhi (December 27, 1924 – March 21, 1925), vol. 30 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government 
of India, 1999), 412, accessed March 16, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL030.PDF.  

166 Gandhi’s educational ideas were significantly influenced by the thought of western humanists like 
Tolstoy, Ruskin, Thoreau, Bondaref, Besant, and Carlyle as well as by Indian educationists such as Gijubhai 
Badheka who experimented on the Montessori Model in the Indian cultural context. 
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development of the physical, intellectual, and emotional faculties of the human person. Gandhi 

thus aimed to combine manual labor with intellectual and moral effort in education where 

manual work will not be relegated to a “side activity” but become a “prime means of intellectual 

training.”167 Education for Gandhi was not separated from life. Instead of “Production alongside 

Education” Gandhi’s system launched a method of “Education through Production.” 168 The 

latter implies that “all the various branches of knowledge will be imparted either through a basic 

productive activity, or else in surroundings close to society and nature.”169 Gandhi also argued 

that this kind of education would be self-supporting because of the focus on productive or bread 

labor, which contributes towards the maintenance of schooling. In this way, education does not 

become a privilege of a few, but become a universal phenomenon. Moreover, by making rural 

crafts the essential part of education, it would prevent urban exploitation of the rural, and thus 

promote a healthy relationship between the village and the town.170  

In many ways similar to American pragmatist philosopher John Dewey, Gandhi’s Nayi 

Talim affirmed that education is best when it synchronizes with life through productive activities 

that are orientated to practical experience in craft or the child’s immediate social and natural 

environment. Both Dewey and Gandhi’s goals of education had common themes: self-reliance or 

development of personality; community living or ethical coexistence with others; linking of 

productive work with education; emphasis on democratic community or self-government; and 

their indictment of orthodox education system, the dehumanizing ethos of capitalism, and narrow 

167 M.K. Gandhi, “Discussion with an Educationist,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (July 6, 
1937 – February 20, 1938), vol. 72 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 226, accessed 
March 14, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL072.PDF. 

168 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 55. 
169 Ibid., 55. 
170 Abid S. Husain, The Way of Gandhi and Nehru (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1959), 74. 
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individualism. 171 However, while Dewey did not stress the place of everyday necessary work in 

education, Gandhi did. Physical activities like cleaning toilets, preparing and serving meals etc. 

were as much an integral part of education as reading and writing. Education through work or 

body labor was a revolutionary concept of Gandhi and perhaps more realistic than Dewey. It not 

only emphasized the dignity and respect of labor and reciprocal learning “through the fellowship 

of labor,” but also the value of work in the production of basic necessities of life.172 However, 

Nayi Talim could not be applied successfully in Gandhi’s lifetime. The role of Nayi Talim in 

rebuilding a new society and new values was a task taken up by the workers under the 

Constructive Program. 

 

2.4 Science, Technology and the Constructive Program 

Gandhi’s critique of modern industrial civilization also served an important constructive 

tool of analysis and a “baseline for a range of alternative notions of change.”173 His method of 

transformative change to attain freedom or Swaraj (self-rule) for the people of India was based 

on two interrelated and key ideas. The first of this was nonviolent civil disobedience or 

Satyagraha, a process to collectively resist untruth, injustice, and oppression and aimed at 

transforming the opponent. The second was his economic program, often referred to as the Khadi 

171 Although there is no evidence that Gandhi ever came under the influence of Dewey, his educational 
system resembles Dewey’s in many ways. Several scholars of comparative research on the theory and practice of 
sociopolitical ideas on education between East and West have thus drawn interesting parallels between 
contemporaries like Gandhi and Dewey. Gopalakrishna Ramanathan, Education from Dewey to Gandhi: The Theory 
of Basic Education (Bombay: Asia Publishing House, 1962); Eugene P. Link, “John Dewey and Mohandas K. 
Gandhi as Educational Thinkers,” Comparative Education Review 5, no. 3 (February 1962): 212-216; Amarjit 
Singh, “A Comparative Study of the Educational Objectives of John Dewey and Mahatma Gandhi and an 
Examination of Basic Education in Punjab India” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 1970), accessed 
March 2, 2012, ProQuest Dissertations & Theses. 

172 Eugene P. Link, “John Dewey and Mohandas K. Gandhi as Educational Thinkers,” Comparative 
Education Review 5, no. 3 (February 1962): 214. 

173 Manoranjan Mohanty, “Changing terms of discourse: a poser,” Economic and Political Weekly 24, no. 
37 (September 16, 1989): 2072. 
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movement174 or the village Constructive Program. The latter sought to redefine science and 

technology as an alternative epistemic and ethical practice. While the former gained prominence 

during the nationalist movement, the latter did not, though it was central to Gandhi’s 

revolutionary ideals for a sustainable society.  

The Constructive Program was launched through the All India Spinners Association 

(AISA) and All India Village Industries Association (AIVIA) in the 1930s to promote “science 

for the villages.”175  Here, Gandhi wanted “centralization not of administration but of thought, 

ideas, and scientific knowledge.”176 Community scientists like Mira Behn, Maganlal Gandhi, 

chemists like P.C. Roy, and economists like Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa experimented with 

spinning, food processing, compost and agriculture, conservation and breeding of cattle, waste 

management, sanitation, local systems of technology and architecture, and handicrafts or village 

industry, not merely as a skill development process, but as a scientific scheme. Such schemes 

supported labor-oriented, nature-friendly, low-energy, and capital-requiring techno-economic 

devices that attended to the needs of the society and which the people could make, afford, and 

operate thus challenging both ideologically and practically the prevalent techno-economic model 

of centralization.177 Instead of an attitude of obsolescence or stasis in traditional rural 

technology, Gandhi advocated a theory of technological innovation to save communities that 

faced the danger of obsolescence by modern technology.178 He was a keen advocate of 

improving speed and technological efficiency and inventions in village industry tools like the 

174 Khadi literally means homespun or handspun and handwoven cloth. Khadi movement was Gandhi’s 
practical economic program for helping the poor of India. The economic issue of Khadi combines the principles of 
Swadeshi (village self-reliance) and Ahimsa (non-violence) in the quest for Swaraj (self-rule). The Khadi program 
involves educating people in spinning, weaving, and other small-scale village crafts. 

175 Prasad, “Towards an understanding of Gandhi’s view on Science,” 3727. 
176 Ibid., 3728. 
177 Indu Tikekar, “Earth Restored,” Philosophical Quarterly 1-2, nos. 4-5, (October 1995 and January 

1996): 22. 
178 Vishwanathan, “A Celebration of Difference: Science and Democracy in India,” 43. 
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spinning wheel, the distaff, and the oil press machine.179 He favored simple and easily workable 

discoveries of modern science like the sewing machine that spared people of tedious and 

unnecessary labor and which allowed small businesses to thrive.180 Technology and modern 

science could thus benefit people and communities by supporting small businesses that generated 

local employment based on the Swadeshi ideal of local production and distribution, reduced 

concentration of wealth, and promoted cooperation and interdependence.  

Gandhi’s intention to industrialize the village economy in this manner was to “bring 

down science and technology from the mountain tops to the plains where common folk dwell so 

as to give to the masses, the small producer, the breaker of soil and the handicraftsman plying his 

craft in his cottage their full benefit.”181The Gandhian school of thought emphasized that science 

and technology as practice can influence and mould the day to day lives of the people. It 

highlighted the primacy of the role of public initiative, participation in techno-scientific 

decisions and not legal rights as having the fundamental potential for social change. 

The Constructive Program of Gandhi also emphasized that the experimenters who 

selflessly would serve to achieve his utopian goal must practice such disciplines as voluntary 

poverty, vegetarianism, body labor. This kind of service stripped constructive work of “armchair 

social reformism or a hands-off paternalism by the prosperous for the poor.”182 Dedicated and 

disciplined constructive workers mingled with the masses to do cleaning and sanitation work, 

labor in the fields, build village industries and handloom weaving, introduce basic education 

179 Prasad, “Towards an Understanding of Gandhi’s view on Science,” 3727, 3728. 
180 M.K. Gandhi, “Discussion with G. Ramachandran,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 

(August 16, 1924 – December 26, 1924) vol.29, (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 
266, accessed March 3, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL029.PDF.  

181 Pyarelal, Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase, 587. 
182 Richard Fox, Gandhian Utopia: Experiments with Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), 157. 
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(Nayi Talim) and adult literacy classes etc. Their selfless service and disciplined life became an 

inspiration in turn to revolutionize people’s consciousness. 

  

2.5  The Gandhian Utopia and Its Relevance Today 

Gandhi’s approach to science, technology, and progress was based on his vision of a new 

society. Far from an unrealizable romantic ideal, Gandhi’s vision or “utopia,” as Richard Fox 

cogently couches was revolutionary, as it experimented with social reform and dared to dream 

“of a world that could be.”183 Gandhi’s vision offers an alternative course of development to the 

capitalistic, consumption oriented, and alienating growth paradigm engineered by the West. 

Through his critique of modernity and machines, Gandhi raised epistemological and ontological 

questions that are of critical concern today. In criticizing modern organized knowledge systems, 

its value-free ideal and epistemic singularities, Gandhi offered a challenge to its epistemic 

foundations. In returning science to the people and the community by and large, Gandhi created 

a political economy of modern science, exemplified through the alternative discourse of social 

experimentation and his Constructive Program. His adherence to truth and nonviolence as the 

ultimate criteria of human action gave the scientist of the decentralized, self-reliant village 

economic order reason to engage not with facts alone but also in creating meaning or value, both 

moral and existential.184 His critique of industrial modernity emerged out of a deep concern for 

the human condition and of building meaningful human relations with the world. Thus, Gandhi 

was careful to indicate that constructive workers must be engaged in creating social and political 

meanings through their work: 

… you would have to see … if the charkha increases your nonviolent powers….see if it 
increases the strength of the people and whether, in free India, the economic provisions of 

183 Fox, Gandhian Utopia (1989), 60. 
184 Sahasrabudhey, Gandhi’s Challenge to Modern Science, 14-15. 
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swaraj could be based on the spinning wheel. Would it turn people into mere automatons 
capable of physical labor or would it make them nonviolent soldiers of swaraj….You 
would not merely improve the tools and implements, but also see their conformity with 
our principles.185  
 

Critics of modern technology have often made pessimistic claims that it is “essentially 

unable to recognize its limit.”186 Far from being an essentialist who sees modern technology as 

inherently flawed, Gandhi, as a “practitioner and activist as well as a theorist” offered solutions 

that were more optimistic and realistic in orientation.187 For Gandhi, modern technocratic 

civilization was problematic not only because the large-scale use of machinery was exploitative 

but also because such technology undermined community ethos and social order. Technology 

can perform its true function only “by reactivating the communitas.”188 Thus, Gandhi developed 

the theory that society should also be based on cooperation, non- possessiveness, self-restraint, 

love and altruism. A consumerist and self-indulgent society based on wants, competition, 

acquisitiveness, and possession cannot appreciate the necessity of simplicity and self-control as a 

code of conduct for a peaceful, just, and equitable society. Given Gandhi’s appeals to non-

possession and simple life, his vision of society is often seen as engendering a pessimistic 

worldview that caters to the rigors of asceticism, and that it reverts back to a backward-looking 

age. The argument by some that such a society implies return to a rural, romantic, agrarian 

lifestyle tends to obscure the centrality and complexity of economic sustainability themes in 

Gandhian village organization.189  The latter is not an ideal that overrides all other values in an 

185 M.K. Gandhi, “Speech at Gandhi Seva Sangh Meeting –III,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma 
Gandhi (October 16, 1939 – February 22, 1940), vol. 77 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 
1999), 382- 383, accessed March 11, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL077.PDF. 

186 Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology (New York: Routledge, 1999), 198-199. 
187 Lloyd I. Rudolph & Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, Postmodern Gandhi and Other Essays: Gandhi in the 

World and at Home (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 3. 
188 Vishwanathan, A Carnival For Science, 230. 
189 Several scholars have interpreted the decentralized organization of the Gandhian village community as a 

valorization and nostalgia of the agrarian life subject to the fallacy of the romantic agrarian environmentalist of the 
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uncritical acceptance of the local, the rural and the indigenous. It points the way towards a 

cognitive shift from universalist assumptions of scientific rationalism, technocratic determinism, 

and globalized industrialism to place-specific epistemology that supports the local without being 

isolationist to the outside world. It adumbrates reform of the modern development paradigm 

through ethical and economic practices that can have a healthy and intelligent influence on 

unrestrained corporate greed and consumerism. The small-scale village republics as Gandhi 

conceived were neither subordinate to nor independent of the urban or the industrial, but in a 

structurally interdependent relationship such that the growth of the urban does not take place at 

the expense of the rural. As Gandhi stated: 

I do visualize electricity, ship-building, iron-works, machine-making and the life existing 
side by side with village handicrafts. But the order of dependence will be reversed. 
Hitherto industrialization has been so planned as to destroy the villages and village crafts. 
In the state of the future, it will subserve the villages and their crafts.190 
 

All this has a contemporary ring in that far from serving merely the agrarian,191 it addresses the 

larger sustainability concerns as well as the growing economic inequality that modern economic 

theory has not dealt with in a comprehensive manner. 

In this context, it is important to understand that Gandhi’s construction of the language 

of “limits” in science and technology constituted a unique integration of epistemology and 

ethics. His emphasis on  limits to desire for a simple life did not grow out of a world-denying 

spinning wheel or bullock cart age, a local culture that supports conservatism, nationalism, and which leads to the 
binary narratives of rural vs. urban, decentralization vs. centralization, and tradition vs. modernity. Ramachandra 
Guha, How Much Should A Person Consume (2006), 239-240; Meera Nanda, Prophets Facing Backwards: 
Postmodern Critiques of Science and Hindu Nationalism in India (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
2003); Mukul Sharma, Green and Saffron: Hindu Nationalism and Indian Environmental Politics (Ranikhet: 
Permanent Black, 2012), 240-241; Kenore Newman and Ann Dale, “Large footprints in a small world: toward a 
macroeconomics of scale,” Sustainability: Science, Practice and Policy 5 no. 1, (2009): 9-19. 

190 M.K. Gandhi, “Ahimsa in Practice,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (October 16, 1939-
February 22, 1940), vol. 77 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 244, accessed February 
2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL077.PDF. 

191 David Hardiman points out that Gandhi also fought for urban economic and social issues such as right 
for millworkers for a dignified life, justified wages, shorter working hours, better living conditions etc. The 
argument that Gandhi was a rural romantic is therefore untenable. David Hardiman, Gandhi in His Time and Ours: 
the global legacy of his ideas (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 92-93. 
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killjoy spiritual approach to life, but out of the ethical and epistemological concern to 

discipline consumption and individual desires so that basic needs for all could be met. Gandhi 

did not in fact deny the wealthy, but insisted that the wealthy must not prosper by 

impoverishing others.192 Poverty and inequality cannot be dispelled by merely changing the 

hegemony of economic and political institutions, but must begin with revolutionizing 

consciousness by disciplining greed.193In fact, it can be argued that this emphasis on 

restraining desire or voluntary giving up of unnecessary wants orientates us to the path of 

social responsibility, by limiting technological rapacity. Thus, Gandhi affirmed, “Under this 

outlook multiplicity of material wants will not be the aim of life, the aim will be rather their 

restriction consistently with comfort. We shall cease to think of getting what we can, but we 

shall decline to receive what all cannot get.”194   

In his Tools for Conviviality social critic Ivan Illich too outlined such a society which he 

termed “convivial” as against a “manipulative” one, where people control the tools, where 

“modern technologies serve politically interrelated individuals rather than managers” and where 

people “rediscover the value of joyful sobriety and liberating austerity” by relearning to 

cooperate and depend on each other.195 Reading from an Illichian lens, one does not interpret the 

Gandhian conception of “austerity” as a world without enjoyments, but one that eliminates only 

those pleasures which are detrimental to personal relatedness and conviviality. Inspired by 

Gandhi, Schumacher argued against the “idolatry of gigantism based on modern technology” and 

emphasized the significance of “smallness, simplicity, nonviolence, and capital-cheapness” in 

192 Fox, Gandhian Utopia, 44. 
193 Ibid., 42-44. 
194 M.K. Gandhi, “What of the West,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (June 17, 1925 – 

September 24, 1925), vol. 32 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 373, accessed June 5, 
2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL032.PDF. 

195 Illich, Tools for Conviviality, 5. 
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discourses on “intermediate technology” and “scale of organization” for sustainable 

economics.196 

Gandhi’s main argument was that science and technology as a method must be engaged 

with the life of the community. The Gandhian approach was also integrative across disciplines, 

competent both scientifically and technologically, culturally resonant, and in addition, cross-

culturally open to ideas. The Gandhian alternative thus renders the world of science plural as 

well as broadens its moral and cognitive space.  

Gandhi’s critique of modernity was a critique of both epistemology and ethics. He 

countered both the prevailing beliefs and assumptions in the historical and epistemological 

meanings of modernity and the widely accepted notion that science and technology can provide 

answers to each and all problems besetting human society. As some scholars have affirmed, 

Gandhi succeeded in “overcoming the divisive and exploitative rationalism of modernism 

without regressing to traditionalism. In his approach, there is a merging of the reconstruction of 

Indian tradition and the reconstruction of Western modernity.”197 Far from being anti-science, 

Gandhi personified the spirit of science as an “educative and liberating force” and endeavored 

“to cultivate that intellectual integrity, that habit of dispassionate inquiry into and search for 

objective truth … which the discipline of science demands…and instilled a scientific approach to 

everything in life.198 Gandhi’s use of experiments in his rural constructive program in the field of 

dietetics, food, technology, and hygiene underscores his scientific temperament. His own 

autobiography My Experiments with Truth is a testimony of his scientific disposition towards his 

own life and experiences. His concept of truth comprised in addition to philosophical ideas, the 

196 E.F. Schumacher, “New Technology For Decentralized Development,” Khadigramodyog 24, (October 
1977): 11-16. 

197 Thomas Pantham, “Gandhi, Nehru and Modernity,” in Crisis and Change in Contemporary India, ed. 
Upendra Baxi and Bhikhu Parekh (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1995), 108-9. 

198 Pyarelal, Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase, 586. 
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essence of modern scientific way of thinking which gave it a “contextual and experimental 

form.”199This “contextual or situational” vision of truth, and his “counter-cultural” voice against 

“universal truths, objective knowledge and master narratives,” has led some scholars to identify 

Gandhi as “early contributor to the intellectual lineage of postmodernism.”200 

 

2.6 Gandhi vs. Nehru: Nation State and Development 

Gandhi’s critique of modern civilization along with his constructive program evidently 

constituted the foundational thought necessary for community science and technology in free 

India. However, independent India under the modernism of Jawaharlal Nehru had quite a 

different story to tell. Nehru had an ideological bent for “scientific socialism,” evincing faith in 

Western science as a cure-all for society’s problems and in economic progress as a means for 

social change.201 To Nehru, modernity, nation building, and science were directly related to the 

ideas of the nation- state, security, and development. Accordingly, leaders of free India under 

Nehru and his associates were interested in the making of a “modern” economy that primarily 

meant rapid, large-scale industrialization through technology development, essentially 

endorsing a linear view of science and technology to development. Differences between 

Gandhi and Nehru however, were not as simplistic as village renewal vs. industrial 

development or stability vs. change as historian Ramachandra Guha avers.202 Their differences, 

I argue, emerge primarily because of their particular conceptions of science and technology to 

development and human progress.  

199 Rudolph and Rudolph, Postmodern Gandhi and Other Essays: Gandhi in the World and at Home, 6-7. 
200 Ibid., 15. 
201 Sarvepalli Gopal, Jawaharlal Nehru a Biography, vol. 1 (London, 1975), quoted in Benjamin Zachariah, 

“Uses of Scientific Argument: The Case of ‘Development’ in India, c 1930-1950,” Economic and Political Weekly 
36, no. 39 (September 29- October 5, 2001): 3693. 

202 Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the Environmental Movement in India,” 76-7. 
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Philosophical differences between Gandhi and Nehru emerged as early as 1928, 

heightened in the mid 1940s, and were hinged on the question of the nature of sovereignty and 

development for free India. Such differences were clearly revealed in correspondence between 

Gandhi and Nehru from October to November 1945. Gandhi ventured to explain his model of 

development based on self-reliance, self-sufficiency, appropriate technology, and nonviolence to 

Nehru: 

I believe that if India, and through India the world, is to achieve real freedom, then 
sooner or later we shall have to go and live in the villages…millions of people can never 
live in cities and palaces in comfort and peace. Nor can they do so by killing one another, 
that it, by resorting to violence and untruth. I have not the slightest doubt that, but for the 
pair, truth and nonviolence, mankind [sic] will be doomed. We can have the vision of that 
truth and nonviolence only in the simplicity of the villages…. The sum of what I want to 
say is that the individual person should have control over the things that are necessary for 
the sustenance of life… While I admire modern science, I find that it is the old looked at 
in the true light of modern science which should be reclothed and refashioned aright. You 
will not be able to understand me if you think that I am talking about the villages of 
today. My ideal village still exists only in my imagination…In this village of my dreams 
the villager will not be dull – he will be all awareness. He will not live like an animal in 
filth and darkness. Men and women will live in freedom, prepared to face the whole 
world. There will be no plague, no cholera, and no smallpox. Nobody will be allowed to 
be idle or to wallow in luxury…I can envisage a number of things that will have to be 
organized on a large-scale. Perhaps there will be railways and also post and telegraph 
offices. I do not know what things there will be or will not be. Nor am I bothered about it. 
If I can make sure of the essential thing, other things will follow in due course.203  

 

Responding to Gandhi, Nehru maintained:  

The question before us is not one of truth versus untruth or non-violence versus violence. 
One assumes as one must that true cooperation and peaceful methods must be aimed at 
and a society which encourages these must be our objective. The whole question is how 
to achieve this society and what its content should be. I do not understand why a village 
should necessarily embody truth and non-violence. A village, normally speaking, is 
backward intellectually and culturally and no progress can be made from a backward 
environment. Narrow-minded people are much more likely to be untruthful and 
violent….I do not think it is possible for India to be really independent unless she is a 

203 M.K. Gandhi to Jawaharlal Nehru, October 5, 1945, in The Master and the Disciple: Interactions 
between Gandhi and Nehru and their Impact on Modern Indian History, ed. Sangita Mallik (New Delhi: Manohar, 
2010), 81-82. 
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technically advanced country. I am not thinking in terms of just armies but rather of 
scientific growth. 204 

 
Differences between Gandhi and Nehru emanated primarily from Nehru’s failure to 

comprehend Gandhi’s articulation of a civilizational antidote to the Euro-centric approach to 

Indian economics and planned development in Hind Swaraj. Nehru confessed to Gandhi that he 

himself “hardly agreed” with the ideals of Hind Swaraj and dismissed it as a “completely unreal” 

world. 205  He further averred that the Congress “never considered that picture [of Hind Swaraj], 

much less adopted it.”206 Nehru did not have much faith in Gandhi’s Constructive Program 

either. In his response letter to Gandhi in January 1928, Nehru’s impatience with the 

Constructive Program became obvious: “I am beginning to think if we are to wait for freedom till 

khadi becomes universal in India we shall have to wait till the Greek Kalends. …I do not see 

how freedom is coming in its train [khadi].”207  

Nehru expressed faith in modern science, heavy industrialization, and socialism. Modern 

science and technology constituted the foundation of both heavy industrialization and socialism. 

Accordingly, Nehru believed socialism through centralized state planning, large-scale 

industrialization through technology development, and in particular, exogenous and specialized 

knowledge on science and technology can bolster development in free India. Even while heading 

the National Planning Committee in 1938, Nehru remarked that though there is no conflict 

between large-scale industrialization and small-scale village industries, the promotion of the 

204 Jawaharlal Nehru to M.K, Gandhi, October 9, 1945, in The Master and the Disciple (2010), 86. 
205 Nehru to Gandhi, October 9, 1945, in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 14 (New Delhi, 1981), 

554-557. 
206 Nehru to Gandhi, January 11, 1928, in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 7 (New Delhi, 1981), 

371-6; Nehru to Gandhi, October 9, 1945, in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru vol. 14 (New Delhi, 1992), 554-
557. 

207 Nehru to Gandhi, January 11, 1928, in The Master and the Disciple (2010), 34. 
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latter cannot be at the expense of heavy industries and industrialization.208 In The Discovery of 

India, Nehru made brazen claims:  “I am all for tractors and big machinery and I am convinced 

that the rapid industrialization of India is essential to relieve the pressure on land, to combat 

poverty, and raise the standards of living, for defense, and a variety of other purposes.”209 In the 

50s, Indian planning was steered by the Mahanalobis economic model, named after its chief 

formulator, Prasanta Chandra Mahanalonbis, a Cambridge educated statistician. This model 

represented its protagonist Nehru’s, primary objectives: need for rapid economic growth by 

increasing the power and influence of the state for a socialistic pattern of society and developing 

of basic heavy industries for economic independence.210 To attain the latter, Nehru emphasized 

two primary activities: the production of power and the production of steel.211 Thus, in contrast 

to a Gandhian critique of modern technology, in postcolonial India technology was interpreted 

by the Nehruvian coterie of “modernists” as a necessary component of development to overcome 

economic backwardness. Accordingly, the Scientific Policy Resolution of 1958, a landmark in 

the history of India, categorically emphasized that:  

The key to national prosperity, apart from the spirit of the people, in the modern age, is the 
effective combination of three factors, technology, raw materials and capital, of which the 
first is perhaps the most important, since the creation and adoption of new scientific 
techniques can, in fact, make up for a deficiency in natural resources and reduce the 
demands on capital. But technology can only grow out of the study of science and its 
applications.”212 

208 Ashok Jain, “Networks of Science and Technology in India: The Elite and the Subaltern Streams,” AI & 
Society 14, no. 4 (2002): 7. 

209 Jawaharlal Nehru, Discovery of India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1985), 407. 
210 India’s Second Five Year Plan draft was created in 1954, by Prasanta Chandra Mahanalobis, a 

Cambridge-trained physicist and statistician, appointed by Nehru. Ramachandra Guha, India After Gandhi (New 
York: Harper-Collins, 2007), 216. 

211 Jawaharlal Nehru, “Letter of 13 January, 1955,” in Letters to Chief Ministers, 1947-1964, ed. 
Gopalapuram Parthasarathi, vol. 4, 1954-57 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1988), 123. 

212 “Scientific Policy Resolution 1958 – New Delhi, the 4th March 1958,” Department of Natural Sciences, 
Ministry of Science and Technology, accessed April 21, 2012, http://www.dst.gov.in/stsysindia/spr1958.htm. 
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The need for the democratic and pluralistic dialog with science that Gandhi started through his 

Swadeshi movement was thus subsumed by the need for technology-led statist development, 

large-scale industrialization, and the national security state.  

Nehru often equated categories like “scientific approach” with “western” and used them 

in a positive sense.213 In the Scientific Resolution, for example, he argued for a science-

propelled growth paradigm correlated with higher standards of life as in West: 

The dominating feature of the contemporary world is the intense cultivation of science 
on a large-scale….it is this, which, for the first time in man’s [sic] history, has given to 
the common man in countries advanced in science, a standard of living and social and 
cultural amenities…it is only through the scientific approach and method and the use of 
scientific knowledge that reasonable material and cultural amenities and services can be 
provided. 

 

Thus expressed, Nehru possessed a staunch faith in the application of modern science as the 

key to unlimited knowledge and modern technology as the key to unlimited economic progress 

or human welfare, what came to be known as the Nehruvian developmental model.214 The 

value-system that guided science policy, as reflected in the Resolution of 1958, elevated 

modern science and technology while discounting traditional systems of knowledge. A clear 

alliance between political and scientific elites and professionals emerged, now responsible for 

attaining and perfecting the essential “goals” of nation-building. High profile science agencies 

like the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) established in 1942 and the 

Department of Atomic Energy (DAE) established in 1954 adopted a political-bureaucratic 

culture of doing science that was very different from Gandhi’s vision of bringing science to the 

villages.215 

213 Benjamin Zachariah, “Uses of Scientific Argument: The Case of ‘Development’ in India, c 1930-1950,” 
Economic and Political Weekly 36, no. 39 (September 29 to October 5, 2001): 3693. 

214 Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the Environmental Movement in India,” 78. 
215 Jain, “Networks of Science and Technology in India: The Elite and the Subaltern Streams,” 10. 
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Thus, science in modern India practiced through the network of experts and laboratories 

was positivistic, professionalized, bureaucratic and ultimately a captive of the state. Pursuit of 

scientific knowledge thus became “a conduit of technology and the scientific spirit, and thus 

played the same role as industrialization had played in the Western economies.”216 This paved 

the way to Nehru’s celebration of “dams and laboratories” as the “temples of modern India,” 

unlike Gandhi who pointed out the social and environmental consequences of technological 

determinism in Hind Swaraj. Evidently, the question of science in modern India “shifted from 

cognitive justice to popularization, to science as consumption.”217  

Nehruvian development, which sought economic growth and national integration along a 

top-down dirigiste tract, betrayed Gandhian preference for an essentially society-centered, non-

exploitative, and nonviolent political order. While Gandhi’s “imaginary” village Swaraj aimed 

for equality and reciprocity between the village and the city,218 Nehru’s modernist vision for a 

secular, scientific, urban India expressly neglected its rural counterparts reflecting an attitude of 

condescension and patronage towards the peasant way of life. Moreover, Nehru’s focus on 

specialization of knowledge and higher education undermined the necessity of basic, primary 

education that Gandhi stressed. Further, Nehru’s optimism and uncritical faith in modernity, 

science, and progress for poverty alleviation, life of comfort, and greatest possible happiness, left 

no respectful space for ambiguity, doubts, controversies, pain, or suffering. In contrast to 

Nehru’s glorification of progress and prosperity, Gandhi was skeptical of a Brave New World 

ideology, which in its singular pursuit of happiness banishes all pain and toil, its measure of 

216 Arjun Sengupta, “Fifty years of Development Policy in India,” in Independent India: The First Fifty 
Years, ed. H. Karlelkar (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), 120. 

217 Vishwanathan, “A Celebration of Difference: Science and Democracy in India,” Science 280, (April 3, 
1998), 43. 

218 M.K. Gandhi to Jawaharlal Nehru, November 13, 1945, in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 
(August 30, 1945 – December 6, 1945), vol. 88 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 
330, accessed April 5, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL088.PDF. 
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sacrifice and limiting of desires.219 Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, as Shiv Vishwanathan affirms, was a 

creative attempt to provide “a technological and scientific conscience for Nehru’s India, which 

had no sense of the roots and tensions within modern Western science.”220 

Thus, Nehru’s lack of understanding of and indifference to Gandhi’s critique of modern 

civilization as well as his reluctance to implement Gandhi’s alternative of village Swaraj 

unleashed a kind of development that preferred city and urban life over the rural, modern state 

over civil society, higher education over basic, industrial production over craft production, and 

material prosperity over simple living. Unfortunately, this kind of development could not address 

itself to the task of establishing democracy in the social, economic and political spheres that 

Gandhi suggested in his vision of Gram Swaraj (village self-governance). 

 

2.7 Gandhian Democracy and Development: Swaraj and Sarvodaya 

It is critical to understand that Gandhi did not regard independence or Swaraj as a “mere 

withdrawal of the English” or freedom from alien rule or even rule from above of the native 

government. Gandhi’s concept of Swaraj was intimately related to his conception of human 

freedom and autonomy. His idea of autonomy is different from freedom from all restraint for the 

individual as in the self-referencing emphasis in the modern language of rights. Gandhi was 

convinced that the participatory democracy that he strived for could not be based on a system 

which corroborates a fundamental contradiction in theory and practice, i.e. affirmation of 

individual freedom in the private sphere on one hand and its limitation in the public or political 

sphere as in modern representative state democracy.221 Contrary to the individualistic version of 

219 Pyarelal, Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase, 604.  
220 Vishwanathan, “A Celebration of Difference: Science and Democracy in India,” 43. 
221 Thomas Pantham, “Thinking with Mahatma Gandhi: Beyond Liberal Democracy,” Political Theory 11, 

no. 2, (May 1983): 172. 
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freedom, Gandhi intended to transform citizenship in such a way that makes political and social 

life a matter of concern for every household, one that effectively marries his concern for social 

harmony with his unique concern for individual freedom. Here, Gandhi took an anti-Hobbesian 

approach to politics for developing a realistic, integral conception of the self or human nature, in 

which one must “learn to adjust his [sic] individualism to the requirements of social progress.”222 

Contemporary social and political theorists in the West have asserted that no one is free 

in society “as long as the freedom of one person must be purchased with another’s 

oppression.”223 Gandhi developed this idea further, arguing that participatory democracy was not 

possible so long as dignity and integrity of the individual is degraded by fear, dead habit, 

determinism, convenience, violence and domination, self-centeredness and unrestrained pursuit 

of materialism. Thus, Gandhi brought the critical question related to democracy to the forefront: 

what kind of self-cultivation is required in the pursuit of social solidarity so that one does not use 

power to coerce and dominate others? 

This brings us to the exercise of a kind of political freedom, which Gandhi called 

Swaraj as self-rule or self-restraint. Opposed to self-centered inwardness, in the practice of 

Swaraj individuals need to adopt certain moral principles as guide to action and be self-

reflective and responsible for their conduct. Swaraj thus means an internal regulation that 

presupposes self-discipline, self-restraint, moral responsibility, respect for the 

interconnectedness of individuals and a disposition neither to dominate nor to be dominated by 

others.224 Thus, Swaraj squarely addresses the interconnectedness of questions related to 

wealth accumulation, poverty, human conscience, and economic freedom. This emphasis on 

222 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Socialism of My Conception (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1957), 270; 
Mohandas K. Gandhi, India of My Dreams, ed. R.K. Prabhu (Bombay: Hind Kitabs, 1947), 18. 

223 Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms – Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and 
Democracy, trans., William Rehg (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1998), 418. 

224 Bhikhu Parekh, Gandhi (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 76. 
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active popular self-rule, which is not the same as the western democrats’ notion of satisfying 

people’s wants and needs for securing popular approval for governance, formed the essence of 

Gandhian democracy.  

Swaraj according to Gandhi thus means “consciousness in the average villagers that he 

[sic] is the maker of his own destiny, he is his own legislator through his chosen 

representatives.”225 Gandhi’s concept of village Swaraj was a complete independent republic, 

self-sustained, though it did not exclude dependence and cooperation from neighboring 

villages, states and the world: 

In this structure composed of innumerable villages, there will be ever-widening, never 
ascending circles. Life will not be a pyramid with the apex sustained by the bottom. But 
it will be an oceanic circle whose center will be the individual always ready to perish 
for the village, the latter ready to perish for the circle of villages, till at last the whole 
becomes one life composed of individuals, never aggressive in their arrogance but ever 
humble, sharing the majesty of the oceanic circle of which they are integral units. 
Therefore, the outermost circumference will not wield power to crush the inner circle 
but will give strength to all within and derive its own strength from it…No one …will 
be the first and none the last.226 

 
The organized, concentrated violence of a coercive state, and the technocratic model of 

politics based on capitalistic and utilitarian norms of social organization, was under the lens of 

Gandhi’s direct criticism. According to Gandhi, good ends or consequences always require good 

means to begin with. It is in this context that Gandhi proposed the Ruskinian principle of “Unto 

this last” which he called Sarvodaya, the “greatest good of all”227 to counter the problems of the 

principle of elimination of the weakest for “the good for the greatest number.” A democratic 

state, in Gandhi’s opinion, must be engaged in promoting the greatest good of all and therefore, 

225 M.K. Gandhi, “My Inconsistencies,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (November 21, 1929 
– April 2, 1930), vol. 48 (New Delhi: Publications Division, Government of India, 1999), 314, accessed May 5, 
2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL048.PDF. 

226 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Democracy: Real and Deceptive (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 
1961), 73-4. 

227 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Ruskin - Unto This Last: A Paraphrase (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 
1956), 1-2.  
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unless the state upholds the cause of the poorest of the poor, he argued, it either remains 

nominally democratic or even totalitarian. To become democratic, states must become 

“courageously nonviolent.”228 Such a post-capitalist society, which in Gandhi’s opinion applies 

to Western conditions as well,229 strives to “…attain a juster distribution of the products of 

labor.”230 

In such a society, democracy must begin from the grassroots, with self-reliant, self-

governing, decentralized village communities. As a comprehensive idea, Swaraj included not 

only participatory political democracy as depicted above, but also economic freedom or self-

reliance, social equity, and moral autonomy, what Gandhi expressed as Poorna Swaraj, or 

complete independence. Gram Swaraj based on the principle of Sarvodaya was the alternative 

form of social organization that he conceptualized, founded on nonviolence and social and 

economic equality.  

The goal of gaining complete independence therefore implied building and maintaining 

a strong civil society, earned through organized voluntary work to form village republics. The 

latter were training grounds for nation’s service addressing not only injustice and inequality in 

society but also development. This entailed active participation in the search and creation of 

alternative forms of knowledge and not just state-sponsored scientific monoculture that denies 

228 M.K. Gandhi, “Why Not Great Powers?” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (September 9, 
1938 – January 29, 1939), vol. 74 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 194, accessed 
March 20, 2012 http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL074.PDF.  

229 It is important to note that Gandhi did not imagine such a society only for India. He labored the point 
that if not in terms of nonviolence, “it ought not to be difficult to make a successful appeal to the masses of Europe 
in terms of economics, and a fairly successful working of such an experiment must lead to immense and 
unconscious spiritual results…what seems to me to be so natural and feasible for India may take longer to permeate 
the inert Indian masses than the active European masses….” M.K. Gandhi, “What of the West?” in The Collected 
Works of Mahatma Gandhi (June 17, 1925 – September 24, 1925), vol. 32 (New Delhi: Publications Division 
Government of India, 1999), 373, accessed May 7, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL032.PDF. 

230 Mohandas K. Gandhi, Democracy: Real and Deceptive (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 
1961), 77. 
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the importance of human capital, decentralized production, and appropriate technology.231 

Thus, at the bottom of Gandhi’s concept of a free society was his concern for community 

knowledge and empowerment, implying that moral, economic, and social life should be 

molded such that it can function as a real base for democratic life. The Constructive Program 

of Gandhi thus aimed to involve leaders of free India and bring them in direct contact with the 

masses to work with people, not merely for people. This made development a “bottom-up” 

process, aimed at uplifting the disadvantaged.232 Thus, Swaraj was a standard for democratic 

life that was to be earned practically by education and example at the unit or local level (Gram 

Swaraj) and then spread out into larger communities into what Gandhi called “oceanic circles.” 

Constructive work at the village level implied a regular exercise of popular power through a 

decentralized political economy, a living union between the government and the people. 

The post-capitalist thrust of Gandhi’s political thought and practice thus challenged the 

basic assumption that existing systems of socioeconomic power relations are justified in a true 

democracy. The coexistence and harmonious development of different forms of knowledge and 

its popularization through practice by civil society is the intelligent integration that Gandhi 

built between science, development, and democracy. Such integration necessitated an informed 

and empowered civil society or a democratized public sphere, decentralized and localized state, 

and commitment to pluralistic views and minority rights against a strong unitary and 

objectified state, uniform citizenship, and majoritarian democracy. Thus, Gandhi’s persuasive 

point in his “Last Will and Testament,” which is analyzed in the following section, was that 

unless civil power gets the upper hand against a centralizing, bureaucratic, and uniform 

231 Rudolf and Rudolf, Postmodern Gandhi and Other Essays (2006), 35. 
232 Thomas Weber, Gandhi as Disciple and Mentor (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 121-

122. 
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political power to achieve “social, moral and economic independence,” Swaraj or democratic 

ideals of India will be far-fetched.233 

 

2.8 Winds of Change: The Last Will and Testament of Gandhi 

Soon after independence, Gandhi realized that the political party of the Indian National 

Congress in its “difficult ascent to democracy… has inevitably created rotten boroughs leading 

to corruption and creation of institutions, popular and democratic only in name.” He pondered, 

“[h]ow to get out of the weedy and unwieldy growth?”234  

In what is known as his Last Will and Testament Gandhi outlined his proposed solution 

only twenty-four hours before he was assassinated. In this historic document, Gandhi argued that 

after political independence: 

The Congress [Indian National Congress party] in its present shape and form, i.e. as a 
propaganda machine, has outlived its use. India has still to attain social, moral, and 
economic independence in terms of its seven hundred thousand villages as distinguished 
from its cities and towns. …For these and other similar reasons, the All-India Congress 
Committee resolves to disband the existing Congress organization and flower into a Lok 
Sevak Sangh.”235  

 

Gandhi’s call upon the leaders, not to represent the independent government as a narrow political 

party but to dissolve and convert the Congress into a decentralized Lok Sevak Sangh for the 

service of the people, was the nonviolent way of realizing Poorna Swaraj. Gandhi reasoned that 

India cannot attain her democratic goal of Swaraj and contribute to national and world peace 

through Sarvodaya unless self-reliant and nonviolent strength of the people are built from the 

grassroots. This would mean removal of socioeconomic inequalities, and establishment of a 

233 Gandhi, “Last Will and Testament.”   
234 M.K. Gandhi, “Congress Position,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (December 6, 1947-

January 30, 1948) vol. 98, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 305, accessed February 
10, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL098.PDF.  
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nonviolent civil force for peace at home as well as abroad, both of which were beyond the 

capacity of the political parties.236 Thus, Lok Sevak Sangh was to be in effect, a grassroots 

democratic movement for social and economic development having both local and global 

significance, and responsible for constructive work amongst the villagers of India. 

While Nehru and other Congress leaders summarily rejected Gandhi’s alternatives in his 

Last Will and Testament as “impractical”237 the task of carrying out the Will and Testament in 

practice fell on the shoulders of Gandhi’s dedicated constructive workers. Soon after his death 

the constructive workers met in early March 1948 at Sevagram to set up the “Sarvodaya Samaj,” 

the Society for Universal Welfare, as an alternative to Congress’s centralized developmental 

policies to fulfill his last wishes. The objective of this society was “to develop and expand the 

constructive programmes begun by Gandhi to achieve national unity in the context of the 

struggle for independence.”238 While social and economic justice in rural areas was the prime 

concern for constructive workers, there were some who took Gandhi’s ideas to new directions. 

Of the few who not only followed the footsteps of Gandhi stated in his Last Will but also gave 

new shape to his thoughts were two of his renowned European associates, Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn, who began building a social revolution in the hills of northern India. 

Both Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were sharp critics of the science policy, industrialism, 

and centralized planning and development of the new government. They advocated freedom 

from a “theory-based science” and control of “powerful big businesses.”239 However, they 

realized that the real contribution of Gandhi to development lay in his Constructive Program, 

which had the capacity to unite the nation’s economy with its culture. Resolutely and without 

236 Suresh Ram, “The Challenge of Gandhiji’s Last Will and Testament,” Bhoodan (October 7, 1961): 195. 
237 Ibid. 
238 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds (2010), 188. 
239 Mira Behn, “Note on the significance of reforming Indian agriculture,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru 

Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

91 

                                                 



 
 

relent, these two women justified their opposition to the predominant Nehruvian developmental 

model not merely through words but by precept and example, by the way of preparing the people 

for a nonviolent and free society. In doing so, these women systematically spelled out a 

comprehensive program for social, economic, and environmental regeneration in the rural 

villages of north India and a scheme for integrated, self-supporting basic education for girls to 

prepare, train and empower individual minds for social transformation. Their community 

development and educational reform work created a new ecological and ethical awakening 

towards a just and sustainable society and helped consolidate and expand the ideals of Gram 

Swaraj that Gandhi stressed in his Last Will and Testament. Mira Behn and Sarala Behn also 

helped create a band of Sarvodaya social workers instilling in them a spirit of service, a sense of 

discipline and organization as well as a capacity for hard work and perseverance. This in turn 

laid the foundations for people’s nonviolent social movements in rural Uttarakhand against 

exploitative market capitalism and statist industrialism as will be revealed in the following 

chapters. Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s efforts towards the sustainable community development 

and social transformation in the hill state of Uttarakhand are the story of the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3 

MIRA BEHN’S ACTIVITIES IN UTTARAKHAND: 

ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

We should learn the poor man’s [sic] art of living. I know that I am the greatest hindrance 
in our march towards that ideal. You and the other survivors will have to re-arrange many 
things that, by my identification with them, have been or will be left as they should not 
be. 
 

— Gandhi to Mira Behn, April 22, 1932 
 

As I feel it, India is being taken down the common road along which all countries are 
rushing to perdition; big industries, huge armies, centralization, mechanization and the 
rest; and along with this the old Imperial Grandeur has never been thrown off. Every time 
I come to New Delhi it cuts me to the heart. What connection is there between New Delhi 
and the Mother – Rural India? None! We won our Freedom by means of Bapu’s 
weapons. Why then have we so solemnly cast away Bapu’s ideas in the consolidation of 
that Freedom? Perhaps the answer is that those who have capacity to rule have not that 
faith, and those who have that faith have not capacity to rule. What a strange thing it is! 
And for one like me, who came from the other end of the earth to serve Bapu’s cause, it 
is a heart-rending tragedy. 
 

— Mira Behn to Nehru, August 30, 1949 
 

 

3.1  Introduction 

From the background of Mira Behn’s experiences in village developmental work in 

rural Uttarakhand, this chapter canvasses her contributions to socio-economic reconstruction 

and environmental conservation in post-colonial India. I present Mira Behn’s ideas through her 

various activities at the four major service centers (ashrams) she established in the Himalayas 

viz. Kisan Ashram, Pashulok, Gopal Ashram, and Gaobal Ashram (See Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Mira Behn’s ashrams and activities in various parts of North India (1940-1959). 
Among these, “     ” indicates locations of the four ashrams discussed in this chapter.  
Source: author. 
 

These experimental schemes present an alternative vision of economic and ecological 

sustainability at the rural community level as opposed to the increasingly growth-based 

economic model of development promoted by Nehru. I explore how Mira Behn translated 

Gandhi’s socio-political philosophy and village development ideas discussed in the previous 

chapter, and in response to contemporary challenges to environmental sustainability in India. 

Gandhi sought in his constructive workers both intelligence and creative imagination for 

innovative and sustained change. In his opinion, most constructive workers failed after 

independence to attain this objective. In his last meeting with the All-India Congress Committee 

in November 1947, Gandhi remarked, “[t]he goal of constructive work is not to provide 

Map not to scale. 
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economic relief to the unemployed or to distribute some wages to the poor but to build up a 

nonviolent social order. In that we have not made much headway.” 240 To attain such a goal there 

was need for “a superior, a more advanced type of worker who would have a full understanding 

of the scientific basis of constructive work and an awareness of its implications in terms of 

nonviolence. Success would depend on utmost purity; impatience would be fatal.”241 Gandhi 

emphasized that such workers must exude a quality of “rural-mindedness,” the ability to think 

and plan in terms of the rural poor, while living amongst them. Rural-minded constructive 

workers would thus be “a cadre of workers drawn from the villages themselves who can get 

under the skin of the villagers and instinctively think in terms of their thought.”242 Among the 

few who could satisfy Gandhi’s definition of such a worker, was Mira Behn. Only a few years 

after her arrival at Sabarmati, Gandhi had written to Mira Behn, “It is now for you to work out 

those ideals and practice them to greater perfection than has been given to me to do.”243 Over the 

years, Gandhi witnessed Mira Behn’s development into a village-level worker and realized her 

“great capacities” for constructive work.244 He was keenly aware of Mira Behn’s love for the 

countryside, her efficiency at social work in the villages, especially her dealing with issues such 

as hygiene and sanitation, rural housing, and organic farming, as well as her ability to win the 

trust, cooperation, and confidence of the rural folk.245 In fact, Mira Behn’s work in the villages 

inspired Gandhi to make Segaon, a village east of Wardha, his laboratory for constructive work 

240 Pyarelal, Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase, 662. 
241 Ibid., 662. 
242 Ibid., 589, 662. 
243 M.K. Gandhi to Mira Behn, March 8, 1927, in Drops of Dew: Reflections of Devotion Selections from 

Bapu’s Letters to Mira Behn (1924-48), ed. Krishna Murti Gupta (New Delhi: Himalaya Seva Sangh, 1992), 5. 
244 M.K. Gandhi, “My Idea of Living in a Village,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 

(September 23, 1935 – May 15, 1936), vol. 68 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 308, 
accessed August 2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL068.PDF. 

245 M.K. Gandhi, “Talk with Jairamdas Doulatram and Devdas Gandhi,” in The Collected Works of 
Mahatma Gandhi (May 16, 1936 – October 19, 1936), vol. 69 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of 
India, 1999), 224, accessed August 2, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL069.PDF. 
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in 1936, to further his social experiments aimed at establishing a Sarvodaya social order.246 In 

the late thirties and early forties, Mira Behn had expanded her activities in the mountainous 

north, especially at Abbottabad of Hazara in the North Western Frontier Provinces and at Oel 

and Dalhousie in the then state of Punjab (See Figure 7). 

Towards the end of the British colonial regime in India and after her incarceration at Aga 

Khan Palace following her role in the Quit India Movement, Mira Behn began working more 

independently of Gandhi. Drawn towards Gandhi’s economics and his constructive program, 

Mira Behn worked to give it a more creative and dynamic form. She realized that organizing 

village industries, working for the improvement of rural sanitation and hygiene, opening schools 

and the like could help little unless the economic condition of the villagers in terms of self-

sufficiency in food and clothing was attained through the efforts of the villagers themselves.  

Mira Behn decided to settle in the hill region of northern India. It was a decision, which 

grew out of her natural disposition toward the beauty of the forests and mountains of the north 

and her strong desire to serve humanity by being close to nature. Responding to a colleagues’ 

complaint that she was averting city life to settle in the villages, Mira Behn explained how her 

choice for constructive work in the rural environment was not, as she says, “to cut off myself 

from the world which is so full of trouble and suffering. I am striving to serve it in the best way I 

can according to my strength and nature….my apparent seclusion…enables me to come nearer to 

humanity than the rush and tumble, noise and clutter of ordinary political life.”247  

In the course of her efforts to work independently to put her ideals into practice for 

village development, Mira Behn adopted environmental conservation. In Gandhi’s rural 

reconstruction we see an early approach to sustainability concerns quite radical for its times, viz. 

246 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 201; Weber, Gandhi as Disciple and Mentor, 114, 118. 
247 Mira Behn to Prithvi Singh, September 11, 1945, Prithvi Singh Azad Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum 

and Library, New Delhi. 
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the emphasis on small-scale production, wise and efficient use of available resources, reduction 

of waste and use of natural and recyclable material. I argue however, that the Gandhian vision of 

sustainability received the necessary ecological turn based on emerging scientific knowledge of 

the West under the integrated vision and efforts of Mira Behn. In most of her schemes for rural 

development, ecological sustainability emerges as the foundation for local economic self-

sufficiency. Moreover, Mira Behn structured and designed her sustainable community 

development work in a manner that, as Gandhi dreamed, was relevant not only for the 

Himalayan region or India but also for the Western world of Europe and America.248 As Gandhi 

suggested, “if one can produce one ideal village, he [sic] will have provided a pattern not only 

for the whole country but perhaps for the whole world. More than this a seeker may not aspire 

after.”249 Mira Behn sought to achieve this ideal, but in her own terms. 

In the section that follows, I explore Mira Behn’s various activities at Kisan Ashram and 

Pashulok, two centers she established in the foothills of the Himalaya in the late 40s. I elaborate 

her ideas of sustainable agriculture and cattle economy, and her critique of commercialization of 

agriculture and of government economic policies on food, such as the Grow More Food 

campaign. Through these Mira Behn questioned the iniquitous economic development policies of 

free India where the ideals of sustainable community development based on ecological stability, 

social justice, and economics of self-sufficiency were unthinkingly sacrificed. In the second 

section, I present her views on the ecology and sociology of forest management in Tehri 

Garhwal. The growing ecological problems of deforestation, floods, soil erosion, overgrazing, 

etc. were prominent themes in Mira Behn’s work. Her critique of Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan 

248 Mira Behn to Devdas Gandhi, March 17, 1948, Devdas Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 

249 M.K. Gandhi, “Question Box,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (July 16, 1940 -December 
27, 1940) vol. 79, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 65, accessed February 12, 2012, 
http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL079.PDF. 
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Movement of the 1950s and government Community Development Projects under Nehru, 

presents insight into how she conceived social transformations and sustainable village 

development in the mountains. In the third section, I consider Mira Behn’s activities in Kashmir 

Himalaya, at Gaobal Ashram. I explore her idea of social and ecological sustainability of the 

pastoralist production system through community based management of the commons and 

conservation of animal genetic resources in the mountains. I contend that Mira Behn’s early 

approach to sustainable development of rural communities in the mountains has relevance in the 

contemporary context of rapid social, ecological, cultural changes, and market-led commercial 

exploitation in the hill villages of Uttarakhand. 

 

3.2 Village Economics to Fight Hunger and Poverty 

3.2.1 The Beginnings: Agriculture and Cattle Economy at Kisan Ashram 

Earlier, during her days at Segaon, Mira Behn could not admit to herself that khadi cloth 

production was something that “was not a natural outlet” for her.250 She longed for outdoor work 

in the countryside, amidst fields and cattle. Soon after her release from the Aga Khan Palace in 

May 1944, Mira Behn set her goals to begin an independent project on rural development. The 

genial climate of North India, her familiarity with the language of the north, and the aesthetic 

appeal of the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas appealed to her. Accordingly, she set up a 

small training center for village workers in northern India for rural development work, 

combining khadi with her two chief interests, agriculture and animal husbandry.  This was 

Muldaspur, where on ten acres of land donated by the head of the village, Ameer Singh, Mira 

Behn established an ashram built with local labor and local natural resources such as mud, grass, 

250 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 209. 
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and wood. She named it Kisan Ashram or center for the service of the kisans, or farmers.251 The 

locality had a mixed population of Hindus and Muslims as well as the socially disadvantaged 

lower castes. 

Mira Behn’s rural reconstruction scheme conceived at Kisan Ashram included the 

socioeconomic uplift of eight villages. These were Muldaspur, Daulatpur, Baheri Raj Putan, 

Bahadarpur Saini, Shantarasa, Kamalpur Sainivas, Bharapur and Bhonri.252 Ashram activities 

included care for animals, chiefly cattle, since cattle economy is fundamental to Indian 

agriculture; cloth production by employing the local spinners and weavers, an ayurvedic 

dispensary to provide free medical aid to the villagers; and literacy and physical training for 

children.253 The philosophy of the village reconstruction program at Kisan ashram was that 

sustainable rural economy cannot be based on farming and cattle economy alone, but must 

include handicrafts and cottage industries to support and sustain self-sufficiency all round the 

year. Health of agricultural produce and the soil also depended on maintenance of a proper 

balance between the animal and human economy. Mira Behn’s view was that, if agriculturists in 

India typically engage animals for various on and off farm activities, it also becomes their duty 

to engage the farming population in multifarious subsidiary occupations, viz. processing of field 

produce, cottage industries, and handicraft, etc. when they are not doing farm jobs. The 

intensive, small-scale, and diversified farming economy at Kisan Ashram, supplemented by 

cottage industries, is an example of how industry and agriculture can work together in a 

sustainable way, as opposed to large-scale, mechanized agriculture and industry. This approach 

created an organized and balanced agricultural life around a human subsistence economy and the 

251 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 259-260. 
252 Ramchandra Puri, “Ek thi Mira Behn,” [There was one Mira Behn] July 1984, Sunderlal Bahuguna and 

Vimla Bahuguna Private Collection. 
253 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 20. 
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economy of nature that simultaneously reduced the villagers’ dependence on factory products 

from cities. Contemplating the success of her experiments at Kisan Ashram, Mira Behn wrote in 

her memoir,  

Living in the midst of this balanced, busy, rural life, I realized as never before the 
significance of Bapu’s economics. The villagers were in control of the production of the 
raw materials and the means of manufacture of both the vital necessities of life, food and 
clothing. They grew their own grain and cotton, the food grains they pounded by hand, 
and the cotton they carded, spun and wove by hand. They were therefore masters of their 
fundamental needs.254 

 

One of the main concerns of Mira Behn was the newly independent country’s 

deteriorating food and agricultural situation.  In contrast to Nehru’s one-dimensional effort of 

augmenting food production through large-scale mechanization, Mira Behn adopted a 

comprehensive approach of land and water management that was small-scale, innovative, and 

farmer-centered. From Kisan Ashram, Mira Behn began a passionate campaign for reforming 

agricultural practices through innovative experiments and came up with startlingly advanced 

ecological solutions to combat the growing food crisis. She was “an ardent votary” of ecological 

balance, organic farming, shallow plowing, small-scale irrigation, and the use of organic manure 

and earthworms for preserving humus as a cheap and sustainable alternative to increase soil 

fertility.255 Studying Indian conditions, Mira Behn realized that the ordinary peasant could ill 

afford to boost productivity by adopting the industrialized agriculture of the West. Yet, she also 

observed that the Indian farmer made no effort to develop any careful method of utilizing 

compostable organic matter made from vegetable and farm refuse, town refuse, night soil and 

that even a major portion of cow dung was used as fuel. She noted that there was no systematic 

arrangement in the villages to collect dung or cattle urine and mix it with other biodegradable 

254 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 269. 
255 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, “Memories of Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 254; 

Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011. 
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village waste. In addition, vast sources of nitrogen went unused owing to the deep prejudices 

against the use of human excreta for farm compost. Such lack of “intelligent practices of the 

peasantry,” she said, was the cause of stagnation of the science and art of composting in the 

Indian villages.256 

Mira Behn integrated ecology, agriculture, and human health in her ideas of sustainable 

farming. Farmland was to her a living organism and crops were an integral part of the whole. She 

was familiar with the progressive ideas of agricultural and soil scientists of her age, in particular 

the revolutionary ideas of Sir Albert Howard on organic agriculture, many of which she 

incorporated creatively in her own schemes.257 At the Kisan Ashram farmstead, Mira Behn 

developed a simple but unique method for preparing farm compost suited to the Indian 

conditions and the Indian farmer, which she named, Kisan Compost.258 Her methods for 

preparing farm compost resemble largely the Indore Process devised by Howard at the Institute 

of Plant Industry between 1924 and 1931.259 Yet, Mira Behn’s methods had their own measure 

of originality. Combining practical fieldwork with painstaking scientific research, Mira Behn 

developed within a span of two years, simple, farmer-friendly methods for preparing both cattle-

256 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy (New Delhi: Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 
Delhi, 1948), 1.  

257 Mira Behn’s ideas reveal strong influences of early advocates of environmental awareness in agriculture 
and soil science such as Albert Howard, Evelyn Barbara Balfour, L.C. Curtis, Frank Newman Turner, Ehrenfried 
Pfeiffer, and Rudolf Steiner. These pioneers of organic farming and husbandry led the organic movement from the 
early 1930s and 40s challenging conventional wisdom on agricultural policy and practices of the West. 

258 Mira Behn, “How to Grow More Food,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter-Disciple, 137. 
259 Sir Albert Howard, An Agricultural Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 1943), 43. The 

Indore Process was first described in detail in The Waste Products of Agriculture published by Howard in 1931. 
Howard was the founder of modern organic farming movement. He worked for 25 years in British India as an 
agricultural investigator, as Agricultural Advisor to States in Central India and as Director of the Institute of Plant 
Industry at Indore. Here Howard developed his famous Indore composting process which is a refinement of 
traditional Indian composting. Howard’s book An Agricultural Testament and his composting experiments at Indore 
heralded the organic farming and gardening revolution. The composting methods he introduced were later 
popularized in England, Europe and America. Mira Behn was acquainted with Howard’s work having both read his 
books and visited his experimental base at Indore.  
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dung compost and village night-soil compost as an antidote to the interrelated problems of food 

and agriculture, village insanitation, and ill-health.260  

In 1946, the United Provinces261 launched a fresh effort to increase food production in 

the province. Mira Behn saw this as an opportunity to bring her ideas on agriculture and animal 

husbandry to influence the policy of the state. One of her concerns was to improve the condition 

of the landless peasants. She saw that plenty of good productive land was still requisitioned for 

military airfields and camps. She put forward a case for rehabilitating and reclaiming these lands 

for cultivation and restoring them to the villagers. Gandhi agreed to her plan and soon in 1946, 

Mira Behn was appointed an Honorary Special Advisor to the government of U.P. in connection 

with the newly resuscitated Grow More Food campaign.262 

Subsequent to her new appointment, Mira Behn began a detailed survey and study of the 

agricultural lands of the province. In the Report of the Usar263 Land Reclamation Committee 

(1938-39), she discovered the manner in which rampant saline developments, soil erosion and 

land degradation were undermining the ecological basis of the agricultural and peasant economy. 

Problems of drainage, land degradation, saline incursions (usar) and alkaline efflorescences (reh) 

she argued, were caused mainly by “interruption of natural drainage through the construction of 

260 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy (1948), 2-3. 
261 Towards the end of the British imperial rule, the elections of 1946 led to the formation of the Interim 

Government led by the Indian National Congress in the Provinces. 
262 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 265. The Grow More Food Campaign was originally initiated by 

the Foodgrain Policy Committee under the British Government as a policy response to the tragic Bengal famine of 
1942-43, which wiped out the lives of 4 million people. The Interim Government in 1946 extended the campaign for 
another five years to boost internal production of food grains by making some drastic change in their former 
agricultural policies. This implied replacing cash crops (mainly cotton) with food crops, increasing use of fertilizers, 
expansion of canal and tube well irrigation and supply of improved seeds. The bulk of such expansion, especially 
that of irrigation happened in the United Provinces in north India. Though the land under cash crops fell, it did not 
translate into an appreciable increase in the area under food grains and the campaign thus failed to leave any 
significant impact on the overall food grain production in the country. Panchanan Maheshwari and S.L. Tandon, 
“Agriculture and Economic Development in India,” Economic Botany 13, no. 3 (July – September, 1959): 205-242. 

263 Usar implies land that is salt-affected, and hence rendered unproductive. 
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canals, roads and railways, without proper drainage cuts, seepage from gravity flow canals, 

and….through over-irrigation.”264 While investigating the problem she further observed  

[A]ll sorts of schemes are being floating about. Money is being spent on drawing them 
up, and that is all that happens. Or if any scheme is undertaken, it is as likely as not to do 
damage by overlapping or interfering with other developments owing to lack of 
coordination between the different departments. Even in one and the same department the 
branches are not properly coordinated.265  
 

Touring the degraded lands and ravine areas to get a direct understanding of the problems 

of land degradation, Mira Behn reported how unthinking economic development initiatives fail 

to see the vital ecological connections between land, water, forests, and the human and animal 

economy. For instance, she pointed out that vital grazing lands for the cow were wrongly 

classified as “waste-lands and culturable waste,” and converted into extensive cultivation fields 

under the Grow More Food campaign.266 An early advocate of an integrated approach to land 

and water management she exhorted that the various government departments, like irrigation, 

forestry, animal husbandry and agriculture must be drawn together cooperatively in such work. 

Accordingly, her suggestion was to set up a “Land Development Board” that would look after 

“all forms of land preservation and reclamation, and no schemes or undertakings connected with 

the lands, rivers, and forests of U.P. should be embarked upon without the previous sanction of 

this Board.” 267  

As a corollary to her suggestion for a comprehensive approach to land and water 

management to combat soil erosion and land degradation, Mira Behn made constructive efforts 

to address the impending food and agricultural crisis in the nation. She was critical of three 

264 Mira Behn, “A Most Urgent Problem: Note on Report of the Usar Land Reclamation Committee: United 
Provinces 1938-39,” August 21, 1946, Mohandas K. Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New 
Delhi. 

265 Ibid. 
266 Mira Behn, “Land for the Cow,” Hindustan Times, July 11, 1952. 
267 Mira Behn, “A Most Urgent Problem: Note on Report of the Usar Land Reclamation Committee: United 

Provinces 1938-39.”  
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major developmental activities leading to further destruction of land and its resources: plowing 

up of grasslands, increasing canal irrigation, and manufacture of artificial fertilizers. She noted 

that, “exploitation of the soil by modern methods is becoming a business proposition carried on 

by people who have no background of agricultural experience and who think only in terms of 

soil exploitation for quick returns.”268 Modern developmental thinkers she observed advocated 

large-scale farm mechanization at the expense of the traditional plow and the cow/bullock 

economy to boost agricultural production. Mira Behn perceived this as an immediate threat to the 

symbiotic relationship between human and bovine population on one hand and the breakdown of 

the ecological role of a healthy and functional cattle economy in India on the other. 

Remonstrating against the unthinking plowing up of the grasslands of the terai and bhabar269 

areas of northern India, she cautioned:  

[I]f the grazing lands of India go on being reduced in the name of development, it will 
ultimately lead to the destruction of the cow and her progeny. We can enormously 
increase our output of grain by better nourishment of the present fields with well-
composted farmyard manure. This is the safe and sound method. Unfortunately it is not 
so easy or quick in immediate spectacular results as ploughing up of grasslands. But it is 
the far-sighted policy, and at the same time saves the cow, without whom man [sic] 
himself would perish.270  
 

Howard had argued as early as in 1943 that “Mother Earth never attempts to farm without 

live stock.”271 This view bears special significance for the Indian farmer. Indian cattle keeping is 

different from the commercialized cattle industry of the West where cattle are mainly raised for 

meeting consumer goods like dairy and beef. In most cases, arguments to emphasize the role of 

cattle in Indian agriculture are rather narrowly ascribed to the Hindu tradition of ahimsa that 

268 Mira Behn, “Deforestation, Water-Logging and Soil Erosion,” The Hindustan Times, June 5, 1950. 
269 The terai and bhabar are local names for gently sloping alluvial belts of land fringing the borders of the 

Siwalik ranges. The terai tract is comparatively swampy and humid and the soil is fertile. The northern tract, bhabar 
is gravelly with porous and shallow soil and is less fertile. 

270 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 141. 
271 Sir Albert Howard, An Agricultural Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 1943), 13. 
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renders the cow as sacred. Instead of taking any ideological stand, Mira Behn pointed out the 

unique and multipurpose contribution of the cow to the Indian peasant economy, which in turn 

generates many ecologically positive contributions.272 She stressed,  

[T]he bullock is fed from the products of the land, and gives in return valuable cow-dung 
which is used for plastering of walls and floors, for fuel and for manure. The bullock can 
also be used for all kinds of work – carting, water-lifting and the like, whereas tractor has 
to have expensive oil purchased for it from the bazaar and it gives nothing back from its 
belly. At the same time the only kind of haulage it can do, is field cultivation on a broad 
outlay.273  

 

Thus, for any scheme of land and village development in India to be successful, Mira Behn 

argued, the cattle problem has to be tackled holistically, given the ecological economic 

significance of the cattle to Indian agriculture, dung as fuel and fertilizer, milk as food, traction 

for farm work, hides as end product etc.   

Planning and management in the nation at this time was increasingly propelled in terms 

of large-schemes, artificial fertilizers, and replacing of human and animal power in the 

traditional farm with tractors and implements for mechanical tillage imported from the West.274 

In response, Mira Behn put forward a blueprint for sustainable cattle development and 

agronomic practices. Permanent farm mechanization, she affirmed, would only undermine the 

272 Anthropologist Marvin Harris also persuasively argues this point, that the Indian use of cattle is rather a 
product of “Darwinian pressures” rather than a direct influence of religious indoctrination against beef eating. 
However, Harris does acknowledge the positive-functional contributions of traditional religious ideologies, which 
support cattle protection and in turn sustain the agricultural economy as well as prevent energy-expensive and 
ecologically harmful beef industry. Marvin Harris, “The Cultural Ecology of India’s Sacred Cattle,” Current 
Anthropology 7, no. 1 (February 1966): 51-54 and 55-56. 

273 Mira Behn, “Tractors vs. Bullocks,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 133. 
274 In the Grow More Food Campaign, Nehru had imported large numbers of Ferguson tractors from 

England in spite of objections raised owing to their high fuel cost and practical difficulties for adoption under Indian 
farming conditions in 1948. Following the Director General of FAO, Lord Boyd Orr’s report in 1949, Nehru further 
stressed large-scale and faster chase to increase agricultural productivity by importing nitrogenous fertilizers and 
other farm equipments from America and England, thus setting a centralized program for large-scale mechanized 
agriculture on a full swing. Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 8, Second Series (New Delhi: Jawaharlal 
Nehru Memorial Fund, 1989), 35; Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 11, Second Series (New Delhi: 
Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 1991), 3, 10-12; Jawaharlal Nehru, “Letter to Ravi Shankar Shukla,” June 24, 
1949, in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 12, Second Series (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial 
Fund, 1991), 43. 
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farm ecosystem and the village economy, given the central role that cattle play in it. She 

considered excluding livestock from farms as going against all ecological rationality. She 

observed:   

Introduction of tractor cultivation in this machine age, with its accompanying reduction 
in livestock, has further increased the use of artificial manures. The countries, which first 
started these modern methods, are already beginning to recognize their dangers, and the 
scientists are now recommending Compost Manure as the best of all nourishments for the 
soil. It contains something of everything that is present in the artificial manures, and in 
addition it is full of rich moisture-retaining, body-building humus.275 

 

Artificial fertilizers, Mira Behn argued, constitute an enemy of the soil humus. Quoting 

Howard’s work in The Earth’s Green Carpet Mira Behn emphasized how chemical fertilizers 

substitute nature’s permanent economy with a short-lived, unsustainable, and temporary growth 

economy. All this leads to a conflict with Mother Earth initiating 

…a chain of processes that instead of being sped forward is diverted or may even be 
described as reversed. … At first there is considerable stimulation of plant growth; large 
dark green foliage is formed; fruits and flowers increase in size: there is an apparent 
initial success. This may last sometime and it is obvious that the period depends on how 
great is the original store of humus which can be burnt up. But when this previous capital 
is exhausted, the true effects are to ‘be observed.’276 

 
Thus, arguing that the production of farmyard manure is more urgent job than the manufacture of 

chemical fertilizers in big factories, Mira Behn advanced its economic and ecological 

significance: 

Artificial manure needs big outlay in capital, machinery and experts, and for a long time 
it will reach only a limited number of our seven lakh277 of villages. It also requires 
careful application whereas the farmyard manure needs no outlay of any kind. The 
materials are lying there waiting to be gathered up, the peasant with his ordinary tools can 

275 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy, 2. 
276 Mira Behn, “Startling Facts – II: Compost Vs. Artificial Manure,” Harijan (April 29, 1949): 63. Mira 

Behn here quotes from Louis E. M. Howard’s (wife of Albert Howard) book on the work of Albert Howard. Louis 
E. M. Howard, The Earth’s Green Carpet (London: Faber and Faber Ltd., 1947), 144-46.  

277 Lakh is a unit of the Indian numbering system and is equal to 100,000. 
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do all the work and throughout the world farmyard manure is acknowledged as the best 
and the safest.278 
 

Hence, we see that the sustainability of Indian agriculture and its integral part, the cattle 

economy was a constant concern for Mira Behn.  

 

3.2.2 Ashram Pashulok: Fighting the Food Problem 

After independence, the new government asked Mira Behn to assist in the supervision of 

two large cattle development schemes planned in the extensive grassland and forested area of 

Rishikesh, then a small town at the foothills of the Himalayas. Intending to bring the concern for 

the cow to the forefront of rural development programs, Mira Behn selected a suitable area in the 

Virbhadra block of Rishikesh for a new center. The region was uninhabited, covered with thick 

shrub and tall phoos or pampas grass, infested with malarial mosquitoes, and surrounded by 

forests and wild animals. The wild beauty of the surrounding woodlands bewitched her. Ecstatic, 

she wrote to Gandhi:  

[T]his was the first time that I had come to live in a real jungle. Here were tigers, 
leopards, sambar (Indian elk), spotted deer, hog deer, wild pigs, jackals, foxes and 
numbers of smaller animals while every now and then there would come visiting herds of 
wild elephants. The birds were equally numerous, from peacocks and eagles to tiny tits, 
and also water birds of all kinds. 
 

Beholding the bountiful flora and fauna Mira Behn chose a new name for the place, 

Pashulok or Animal World, reflecting the innate sense of love and respect she had for the 

nonhuman world.  At Pashulok Mira Behn adopted her own original style, giving shape to 

Gandhi’s constructive program of Gram Swaraj by introducing an ecologically oriented scheme 

for land and cattle development. Mira Behn conceived this region (2146 acres) as a sanctuary, 

278 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy (1948), 2. 
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protected from “materialistic exploitation and disfigurement, such as building up of factories or 

towns” and as a potential cattle-breeding area developed into a good grazing land for the Indian 

cow.279 Developing this land as a vivarium implied introducing better grazing grasses and 

cultivation of fodder crops as well as training the farmers settled on such land in cattle breeding 

and development. However, Mira Behn’s prime concern here was to preserve the natural beauty 

as well as the fertility of the soil of the surrounding grazing areas and cultivated lands by not 

merely protecting the local landscape, but also the entire catchment area that included the 

watershed of the Song river, a tributary of the Ganga.280 Thus, Mira Behn stressed a dimension 

of sustainability, arguing that it is through preservation of the economy of nature’s processes, 

water, soil, and the land that the region could be developed as a cattle-breeding region. 

Simultaneously, Mira Behn aimed to make the region self-supporting in basic necessities, 

serving as a prototype of Gandhi’s ideals through model villages, self-supporting agriculture, 

cottage industries etc. This seems to be a broadly conceived ecological plan to develop an entire 

sub-basin holistically as a grazing and agricultural land along with the conservation of its soil, 

forest, and water resources. Pashulok soon emerged as the first modern animal welfare sanctuary 

in post-independent India devoted to the care of old, infirm, and dry cattle and for undertaking 

major economic and agricultural experiments like upgrading local breed of cattle, settling of 

landless farmers, compost-making, agro-forestry etc.281  

At Pashulok, Mira Behn launched a comprehensive plan for boosting agricultural produce 

by innovative methods of compost making, and improving local cattle breeds for higher milk 

279 Mira Behn, “Pashulok Memorial Scheme,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 
New Delhi. 

280 Ibid. 
281 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, April 17, 1950, in Dr Rajendra Prasad Correspondence and Select 

Documents ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 12, January to June 1950 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Private Limited, 
1989), 70; Rajendra Prasad to Mira Behn, June 15, 1950, in Dr Rajendra Prasad Correspondence and Select 
Documents ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 12, January to June 1950 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Private Limited,  
1989), 102. 
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yield and draft power in farm work.282 In the autumn of 1947, Mira Behn organized what may be 

called the first national ecological conference for a compost-making scheme for all provinces of 

India. The resolutions of the All-India Compost Conference echoed modern ecological principles 

of waste management. It came up with a revolutionary and comprehensive vision for both urban 

and the rural areas, emphasizing agricultural utilization of town waste, utilization of slaughter-

house by-products, and composting of animal and plant wastes from fields.283 All this led to the 

creation of a compost department under the Ministry of Food and Agriculture with an eye on 

training and educating the Indian farmer on the benefit of farm compost.  

At her new experimental base, Mira Behn not only implemented her compost scheme but 

also wrote educational pamphlets like “Why India Starves and the Remedy,”with detailed and 

carefully laid out instructions and illustrations for the farmers to practice simple, scientific 

methods of composting that also fitted the seasonal parameters. Composting of ‘farm-yard 

manure’ thus became a systematic way of utilizing cattle, human, and household waste through 

various decentralized, small-scale, and farmer-centered techniques.284 To save the precious cattle 

dung from being used as fuel by the villagers, Mira Behn suggested ecological alternatives like 

planting trees for fuel like the leguminous keekar (acacia nilotica) species. Such trees she stated, 

in addition to providing fuel wood, can also exert bio-ameliorative effects like improving the 

nitrogen content and organic content of the soil, preventing water loss through run-off and soil 

erosion etc. all of which can be beneficial for both crops and soil. What Mira Behn was 

suggesting here was a form of agroforesty better known as “tree-crop agriculture.” The idea was 

282 Rameshwar Brahmachari of Rishikesh, interview by author, Panchavati Ashram, Rishikesh, March 31, 
2011.  

283 M.K. Gandhi, “Compost Manure,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (December 6, 1947 – 
January 30, 1948), vol. 98 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 87-88, accessed June 2, 
2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL098.PDF.  

284 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy (1948), 2. 
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originally proposed by Russell Smith in 1929, an American geographer at Columbia University, 

who pioneered a type of permanent agriculture integrating trees and crops (two-story agriculture) 

that offered interesting possibilities for greater yield than the traditional pasture (one-story) 

agriculture.285 

Thus, in the field of agricultural reform in India, Mira Behn introduced, perhaps for the 

first time, systems thinking in terms of biomass, nutrient cycles, energy levels and pathways, and 

relationships between diversity and stability. She made the vital ecological connection of the 

quality of the health, growth, and reproduction of plants, animals, and human beings to the 

manner in which good quality manure feeds and nourishes the soil, long before the days of 

modern ecological agriculture. It represented perhaps one of the earliest instances of biodynamic 

agriculture in India.286 However, Mira Behn did not argue for a complete halt in the use of 

chemical fertilizers. Anticipating Rachel Carson, she advised a spare, selective use of chemical 

fertilizers to be applied only when the soil is seriously deficient, for a short period, and only 

along with farm-yard manure.287 In her view, “the artificial manures are like strong spices, and 

the farm-yard manure is the good solid roti (Indian flat bread), dal (pulses) and vegetable.”288 A 

balanced diet for the soil therefore, holds the key in maintaining its ecological health.  

Mira Behn’s expertise with animal husbandry and agro-ecological issues drew the keen 

interest of the Ministry of Agriculture. In April 1949, she was nominated to the Advisory Board 

285 Joseph Russell Smith, Tree Crops: A Permanent Agriculture (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Company, 1929). Smith’s idea received wider attention globally in the 70s and 80s through the work of J. Sholto 
Douglas and Robert Hart’s Forest Farming. 

286 This is a specialized form of organic farming introduced by Rudolf Steiner in the early 1920s and 
popularized by Ehrenfried Pfeiffer in 1938. Steiner’s approach to agriculture was holistic and posed an early response 
in the West against the onslaught of chemical farming. John Paull, “The Secrets of Koberwitz: The Diffusion of 
Rudolf Steiner’s Agriculture and the Founding of Biodynamic Agriculture,” Journal of Social Research & Policy 2, 
no. 1 (July, 2011): 19-29. 

287 Mira Behn, “Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable Harmony,” Mira 
Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

288 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy, 1. 
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of the Indian Council of Agricultural Research.289 During this time, Mira Behn initiated two 

main rural projects aimed at cattle development at Pashulok. One was a camp for old and infirm 

cows who were abandoned by their owners as they did not yield milk. The other was a dry cattle 

farm intended for improving local breeds. In India, popular religious sentiment against cow 

slaughter often led people to abandon their old, diseased, and useless animals when they could 

no longer keep and feed them. These animals wandered into other people’s fields and lived at the 

expense of other farmer’s crops, which became a serious menace for farmers of northern 

India.290 Addressing this issue was thus an imperative as it was intimately related to fighting the 

food problem in the nation.291 This also implied that sick and diseased cows beyond treatment 

must not be made to suffer and should have the human mercy of being killed.292 Accordingly, 

Mira Behn opened a camp for the care and maintenance of old and diseased animals as well as a 

tannery to make economic use of their hides and bones when they died of natural causes.293 

Simultaneously, in her other project, Mira Behn aimed to improve the quality of the local cattle 

breed. This integrated vision of cattle development was too advanced for a nation still steeped in 

religious orthodoxy than open-minded concern, love, and compassion for the animals. In many 

instances, there were religious groups lobbying to ban cow slaughter but without any justifiable 

program to address their suffering out of starvation and neglect. 294 It was Mira Behn’s firm 

289 Sardar Datar Singh to C. Rajagopalachari, April 6, 1949, Chakravarti Rajagopalachari Papers, National 
Archives, New Delhi.  

290 Mira Behn, “The Unsolved Wild Cattle Catching Problem,” Harijan (September 30, 1950): 259-260. 
291 Mira Behn, “The Wild Cattle Problem,” Harijan (October 2, 1949): 251. 
292 Gertrud Anna Wirgler, telephone interview by author, May 10, 2013. 
293 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, ed. Krishna Murti 

Gupta, Birth Centenary Volume (1992), 27. 
294 Campaigns were led by Hindu religious groups and debates held in constituent assembly (1946-1949) to 

ban cow slaughter. In the later decades Vinoba Bhave led a significant campaign (fast unto death) pressurizing the 
government to pass the anti-cow slaughter bill in 1976. In all these instances, Mira Behn denounced such demand 
and government legislation as impractical, shortsighted and smacking too much of Hindu orthodoxy, an idea not 
widely shared by minorities, secularists, economists, and even all Hindus. She pointed that coercive measures of this 
sort does not reflect a democratic spirit, the economic realities of the Indian cattle, and/or awareness of the grim 
political implications of fanning communal tensions. Mira Behn, “Higgledy-Piggledy,” Harijan (February 13, 
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conviction that if the cow is to be protected against useless slaughter, she has to be made an 

integral part of the nation’s economic wealth. In the absence of any comprehensive cattle 

breeding policy in India, she observed, the government merely plans for developing heavy 

milking breeds like the local Sahiwal295 or the foreign breed, Holstein, without attending to the 

real needs of the rural economy, i.e. dual-purpose cattle (both for milk and for farm work). In a 

particularly scathing article, Mira Behn expressed her views on the government cattle breeding 

policy: 

[T]o drink the milk of Sahiwal cows and the like, is to drink ‘blood milk,’ because the 
Sahiwal male stock is altogether useless for draught purposes and except for those which 
are kept for stud bulls, all are butchered. When the pending laws prohibiting cattle 
slaughter are brought into force, instead of being slaughtered, these animals will die of 
starvation. … by developing one-sided milch cattle, not only does the policy of 
prevention of cattle-slaughter become spoilt, but the all-important development of useful 
cattle for the cultivators remains completely neglected. It is therefore, as clear as daylight 
that if we do not wish to produce ‘blood milk’ and if we do wish to improve the lot of the 
cultivator, who is the backbone of our prosperity, we have got to proclaim the policy of 
breeding dual-purpose cattle and see that it is carried out.296 

 
These rural projects of Mira Behn illustrate the multidimensional way in which she 

envisioned the growing food problem of the nation. However, despite her efforts, the cattle 

schemes started at Pashulok soon fell apart under the influence of bureaucratic red tape. In her 

memoir, she gives vivid description how such governmental machinery worked: 

The hierarchy of Government servants was an intolerable burden. There was a manager, a 
veterinary doctor, two or three stockmen, kamdars (farm hands), and sweepers. I watched 
with painful amusement the way this machinery worked. The manager would give orders 
to the doctor, who would in turn pass them on to one of the stockmen, the stockman, if it 
was at all possible, would hand on the job to a kamdar, who would look about him to see 

1949): 423; Mira Behn, “The Cow - Thoughts for Consideration,” Ecologist 7, no. 4 (May 1977): 154-155; 
Kakkadan Nandanath Raj, “Demand for Total Ban on Cow Slaughter in Kerala and West Bengal: Some 
Observations,” Economic and Political Weekly (May 5, 1979): 821-824; K. Narayanan Nair, “To Butcher or Not to 
Butcher: Cattle Holdings and Milk and Meat Production in Kerala,” Economic and Political Weekly 14, no. 17 
(April 28, 1979); Krishnalal Shridharani, “Inside Delhi,” Amrit Bazar Patrika, September 17, 1952. 

295 The Sahiwal is an indigenous breed of Zebu cattle, which originated in the dry northwestern regions of 
Punjab. The Sahiwals are primarily for dairy production. 

296 Mira Behn, “Blood-Milk or Prosperity?” Harijan (May 22, 1949): 96. 

112 

                                                                                                                                                             



 
 

if by chance a sweeper was around, in which case he would fling the instructions onto 
this last and lowest division of the hierarchy, from which it could go no further.297 

 
Things came to a head when a bungling Animal Husbandry Department delivered without any 

warning breeding bulls at Pashulok infected with foot-and-mouth disease. Some two hundred 

healthy cows became infected with the disease. 

While the Grow More Food Campaign primarily aimed at increasing food supplies, little 

accurate statistics was then available about actual food grain production in the country. Hence, it 

was unclear if supplies of food grains were physically inadequate to meet the needs of the 

population.298 Uninformed of the actual food situation in the country, the government campaign 

seemed to be working on assumptions. Demand for increasing supplies of food grains could arise 

not only out of an actual physical necessity, but also out of a strategic need to keep prices low for 

the growing urban population. This latter seems more plausible given that there was no famine 

despite a poor harvest, and that the government aimed to secure a policy of industrialization and 

urbanization. The Grow More Food campaign thus became less concerned with actual sustained 

increases of food grains in the rural sector, and more with the “political and economic 

management of the marketing system for food grains.”299 With the reinstatement of central 

government control of food grains in September 1948, grain trade between provinces became 

more and more restricted and dependent on prices established by the central government. The 

methods employed were mandatory procurement of food grains at low prices on one hand and 

management of savings and foreign exchange on the other for the promotion of industry.  

Noticing how controlled food administration consisting of rationing and distribution bred 

conditions for artificial shortage whetting appetite for moral degradation and corruption, Mira 

297 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 299. 
298 John H. Perkins, Geopolitics and the Green Revolution: Wheat, Genes, and the Cold War (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1997), 172. 
299 Ibid., 172. 
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Behn wrote in the newspapers and held talks discussing plans and schemes with the then Food 

Minister, R.K. Patil, but with little remedial effect. All the better production methods viz. the use 

of manures, improved seeds, need for land reforms for equity etc. recommended by Mira Behn 

failed to work primarily because of an administrative system that promoted a policy averse to the 

real needs of the rural sector. At the same time, she pointed out how the project suffered from the 

workings of a government that became increasingly elitist, authoritarian, and insular, breeding 

“lazy indifference nurtured by red-tapism, inefficiency, corruption, and lack of living contact 

with the masses.”300 As Mira Behn bluntly put it: 

[I]t is not the process of growing more food which is the insurmountable hurdle, but the 
job of getting people’s minds and hearts drawn to the matter….We suffer deplorably 
from big schemes and little field-work, big talk and little action….the pre-requisite for 
any successful “Grow More Food” scheme, through Government, is cleansed and 
completely reorienteated Government machinery. It is not a case of Government 
spending more money, but of the Development Departments spending money already at 
their disposal, in the right way, without the delays, and wastes and wrong approaches at 
present prevailing. The drawing up of development schemes which is at present going on 
at the Centre and in the Provinces, is putting the cart before the horse.301 
 

In a series of articles written in early 1949, Mira Behn revealed the ecological-economic 

fallouts of large-scale, capital-intensive, centralized schemes like canal irrigation, farm 

mechanization, and manufacture of artificial manure.302 She indicated how in the name of 

growing more food, the government policy promotes diversion of productive land from vital 

food crops for subsistence to the cultivation of water-intensive profit-generating cash crops like 

sugarcane. The choice of sugarcane is bad economics, since it “occupies land on which it is 

300 Mira Behn, “How to Grow More Food,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 136. 
301 Ibid., 135-136. 
302 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 140-141; Mira 

Behn, “Startling Facts – I,”in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 142-144; Mira Behn, “Startling Facts – II: 
Compost Vs. Artificial Manure,” Harijan (April 24, 1949):62-63.  

114 

                                                 



 
 

grown for a period long enough for growing two to three grain crops,” she revealed.303 

Cultivation of sugarcane thus “interferes with the growing of grain crops to a much larger extent 

than the actual acreage of land occupied by the cane.”304 In place of sugarcane, Mira Behn’s 

suggestion was the cultivation of alternative sources of sugar from palm trees that “grows freely 

in rough land unsuited to cultivation.” Combating hunger, she established, is not done by 

producing more. The easy technological solution to feeding the hungry millions by growing food 

through the magic of chemicals and machinery, do not deal with the problem of either poverty or 

hunger. Thus, she affirmed, much of what goes around in the name of development, leads down 

the road to destruction. Such concerns raised by Mira Behn began to get noticed in government 

circles as the food problem of the nation intensified. Early in 1949, Nehru began acknowledging 

reluctantly, that the Grow More Food campaign was hitherto unable to solve the food problem of 

the nation.305  

In August 1949, Mira Behn wrote to Nehru expressing her concern about the immediate 

need for removing the artificial controls on food practiced under the Grow More Food 

Campaign: 

The whole thing has an unreal ring about it. It appears to be an artificial crisis, which has 
developed out of the control policy. Government itself admits that the deficit which has 
to be overcome is not calculated on figures of all India supply and demand, (in fact the 
Government does not probably have any reliable figures for such statistics) but it is the 
deficit difficulty felt by the authorities in supplying their control areas. There are millions 
of people who look upon these controls as an unmitigated curse, undermining the morals 
of both the administration and the public. How can they enthuse over a campaign to keep 

303 Under the Grow More Food campaign land under food crops like wheat, were converted to profit-
making cash crops like sugarcane. In U.P. for instance, the total area under sugarcane cultivation galloped to 1.02 
million acres in 1947-48. Jawaharlal Nehru, “To the Premiers of Provinces (January 7, 1949),” in Selected Works of 
Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal, vol. 9, Second Series (New Delhi: JN Memorial Fund, 1990), 68, 71. 

304 Mira Behn, “Sugarcane Snags,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 144. 
305 The failure of the government’s Grow More Food campaign generated a lot of criticism all over the 

country and especially in the Constituent Assembly debates during this time (February 3 and 4, 1949). Nehru 
realized that the Campaign has done little other than importing food grains from abroad in vain attempt to bridge the 
food deficit and in promoting non-food crops like sugar. Jawaharlal Nehru to C. Rajagopalachari, February 11, 
1949, in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal, vol. 9, Second Series, (1990), 71-72. 

115 

                                                 



 
 

these very controls going? Again, when the public knows that everything is to be had for 
market, how can they believe in there being dangerous shortages? 
 
By all this I do not mean that we should not try to produce more food. We should, and 
could produce at least twice as much as we do. But this should be tackled not as a crisis 
measure, but as a long-term measure, drawn up with proper coordination of all 
development departments. The present rush methods are very dangerous for the 
permanent well-being of agriculture and animal husbandry. …the degradation and 
artificial state to which these controls have reduced the country demand some drastic 
measures. It is common knowledge that corruption in the control system is 
uncontrollable. So even whether controls in themselves be desirable or not, since they 
cannot be controlled, they should be done away with. If the country is thrown on its own 
resources, and the Government at least takes strong action against the big hoarders a way 
out can surely be found. 306 

 
However, the reformative measures suggested by Mira Behn were not popular with the 

centralized government or advocates of a controlled economy.  In his response, Nehru summarily 

dismissed Mira Behn’s arguments with the excuse that the government cannot remove controls 

because the risks of such actions were too great.307  

In addressing food shortages in the country, Nehru aimed to develop a strong 

infrastructure of scientific research primarily by establishing centralized and high profile 

research institutes, and laboratories. Accordingly, Nehru along with the director of CSIR Dr S.S. 

Bhatnagar, a leading colloidal chemist from Punjab University Chemical Laboratories, initiated 

government funded projects for technological research in agricultural development and food 

industries to combat the food deficit in the nation.308 The Central Food and Technological 

Research Institute of CSIR at Mysore under Bhatnagar’s supervision, aimed to address food 

shortages through technological supervision and research in storage, preservation, food 

engineering for better yields, emergency food, and patented processing of food, etc. leading to 

306 Mira Behn to Nehru, August 30, 1949, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New 
Delhi. 

307 Jawaharlal Nehru to Mira Behn, September 16, 1949, in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. 
Sarvepalli Gopal, vol. 13, Second Series (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 1992), 76. 

308 Jain, “Networks of Science and Technology in India: The Elite and the Subaltern Streams,” 8. Jain states 
that by 1953 under Nehru-Bhatnagar initiative, some eleven national laboratories were established addressing 
physical, chemical, biological, and engineering sciences. 
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“new food industries such as the manufacture of breakfast cereals and yeast.”309 In a series of 

trenchant articles in Harijan,310 Mira Behn excoriated modern food processing industries’ idea of 

launching all-American style ready-to-serve foodstuffs across India to address the food crisis in 

the 1950s, as nothing more than “a gigantic capitalistic enterprise.” She called it “misapplied 

science” as it catered to the needs of the “upper, middle, and lower-middle classes” on one hand 

and benefited industries of the “non-village type” on the other. She expressed her “misgivings” 

about Food Technological Research under the Grow More Food campaign: 

Breakfast cereals and yeast, forsooth! What fraction of good will they do to the hungry 
masses? These things will, at the most, supply more delicacies to those who are already 
fully, if not overfed. It is a big joke, but a still bigger tragedy. Our leading men of 
science, who are now-a-days busy, developing the country are so completely divided 
from the toiling poor that it is impossible for them to think in terms appropriate to the 
needs of the millions.311 

  

Employment of such scientific research to process nourishing normal food into an item of 

luxury and a subject of industry and commerce, argued Mira Behn, makes it a system of 

deception and exploitation of the people. Such unhealthy fancy dietary products like biscuits, 

confections, and breakfast cereals were “not eaten by the hungry people at meal times, but are 

taken as light refreshment and dainties in between meals, thus taking the basic food from the 

hungry and serving it dressed up to the fastidious,” affirmed Mira Behn.312 She forthrightly 

stated that the use of food grains and sugar in making these fancy processed foods cannot be 

vindicated either under the principles of a Gandhian ideology or under an emergency “war-time” 

309 Mira Behn, “Misapplied Science,” Harijan 14, no. 42 (December 16, 1950): 369.  
310 Ibid; Mira Behn, “Misgiving’s Confirmed; I,” Harijan (April 7, 1951): 45; Mira Behn, “Misgivings 

Confirmed: II,” Harijan (April 28, 1951), 71; Mira Behn, “‘Destroy More Food’ Campaign!,” Harijan (August 25, 
1951): 219.  

311 Mira Behn, “Misapplied Science,” Harijan 14, no. 42 (December 16, 1950). 
312 Mira Behn, “‘Destroy More Food’ Campaign!” Harijan (August 25, 1951): 219. 
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basis. In the name of “grow more food,” the campaign, she concluded, was thus employed to 

“destroy more food.”313 

Mira Behn posited that science ought to be applied to the “laborer’s hut and empty 

stomach instead of the rich man’s breakfast table.”314 She aimed to address the food and nutritive 

deficiency in the nation by undertaking scientific research into native diets under native 

conditions and seek solutions to the problems of food production and agriculture within the 

available human and material resources of the village. She found support for some of her ideas in 

the research findings of American nutritionist Weston A. Price in his book, Nutrition and 

Physical Degeneration, which emphasized the effects of milled, processed, tinned, and other 

types of artificial foods on health and bone structure of humans. Mira Behn lamented that while 

“some people in the West are awakening to the degenerating effects of their own civilization, but 

we in India are spending huge sums of public money on creating the very conditions that they are 

now trying to overcome.”315 She wrote to Nehru and to the President, Rajendra Prasad, warning 

against the use of factory-made food articles, which are deficient in food value when compared 

to wholesome, fresh and unprocessed food, and thus can put the health of the people in jeopardy 

in the long-run.316 Rajendra Prasad forwarded Mira Behn’s recommendations based on Price’s 

book to Raj Kumari Amrit Kaur, then Health Minister in the Indian Cabinet and Gulzari Lal 

Nanda, the Planning Minister of the Indian Government.317 However, nothing seemed to come 

313 Mira Behn, “‘Destroy More Food’ Campaign!” Harijan (August 25, 1951): 219. 
314 Mira Behn, “Misapplied Science,” Harijan.14, no. 42 (December 16, 1950). 
315 Mira Behn, “Misgivings Confirmed: II,” Harijan (April 28, 1951): 71. 
316 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, January 24, 1952, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and Select 

Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Limited, 
1991), 5; Mira Behn to Jawaharlal Nehru, January 23, 1952, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and Select 
Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Limited, 
1991) 6. 

317 Rajendra Prasad, “Diary Entry: February 13, 1952 and April 18, 1952 New Delhi,” in Dr Rajendra 
Prasad: Correspondence and Select Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New 
Delhi: Allied Publishers Limited, 1991), 255. 
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out of it. Modern India under Nehru, wanted to “grow more food” not as a votary of science in 

service of the needy masses but more as an agent of an industrialist, catering to the wants of the 

affluent few. 

All these developments and the increasing watering down of all her efforts by the 

government machinery led Mira Behn to finally resign her Honorary Advisorship of the U.P. 

Government for the Grow More Food campaign as well as her membership to the Indian Council 

of Agricultural Research (ICAR) and the Compost Committee. She wrote to Rajagopalachari,  

You know already how I feel about government policies and schemes and you can 
therefore well understand how I cannot any longer bring myself to remain officially 
connected with a regime so different to my own convictions and ideals… 
 
It was not without sorrow that I felt obliged to write these letters [letters of resignation], 
but I would see clearly that it was necessary, and that whatever service I would render to 
the country, I could do better by being independent.318 
 

Determined to keep out of government schemes, Mira Behn now contemplated the 

continuation of her work for village rehabilitation at Pashulok through a nongovernmental 

organization. She soon formed an institution called Pashulok Seva Mandal (Pashulok Service 

Association). At Pashulok Mira Behn had aimed to combine Gandhi’s program of constructive 

work with her own ecological themes and aesthetic affinity with nature and animals. These three 

ideas made her envision afresh the possibility of turning the Pashulok area into a beautiful 

“earthly paradise,” Gandhi’s ideal village, through the philosophical-aesthetic concepts of self-

supporting agriculture, cottage industries, communal harmony, and living in communion with 

nature. The main objective of this organization, as Mira Behn put it was “To develop an area or 

areas where men [sic] and animals combine with Nature in the formation of a decentralized 

society demonstrative of Bapu’s ideals for World Peace, where man [sic] in his own village will, 

318 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, January 9, 1950, Chakravarti Rajagopalachari Papers, National Archives, 
New Delhi. 
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along with his cattle, be self-sufficient, healthy and happy.”319 To carry out this objective, Mira 

Behn planned three major activities: 

1. One cooperative village on seven hundred acres. 
2. Keeping a thousand acres of grazing land for cattle development and providing 

them with Haryana breeding bulls for upgrading the local cattle breed, and  
3. Developing local, small-scale village industries suitable to the needs of the village 

economy, viz. canework, bee-keeping, oil pressing etc. 
 

According to her plans, on 4th April, 1950 Mira Behn settled some thirty-six poor, 

Harijan, and landless agricultural families of the Uttarakhand region on 2,866 acres of land to 

develop a cooperative village or farming society called Virbhadra320 Krishak Sahakari Samiti  

(Virbhadra Farmer Cooperative Society, later called Bapugram).321 Dr. Rajendra Prasad, the first 

president of India, himself came to inaugurate the project. The cooperative society included 

members from both high and low castes. As the region was subject to the vice of untouchability, 

one main aim of this project was to put an end to this practice by developing a community 

existing on a participatory basis.322  Every landless family was given ten acres of land, a pair of 

bullocks, a milk-yielding cow and one hundred Indian rupees as investment to begin their new 

lives and do farming on a cooperative basis.323 The idea was to uplift the rural landless 

agricultural-laborers and Harijans based on self-sufficiency and freedom from all distinctions of 

race, class, caste, or creed. It was the vision of a society built on the living and working 

relationships amongst its members. Such a self-governing village community developed on 

cooperative lines, Mira Behn argued, would attend to all-round development of agriculture, 

locally based village industries, health and sanitation, education, communal unity, and carry out 

319 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 300. 
320 Virbhadra is a small town in Dehradun district of present day Uttarakhand. 
321 Yogesh Bahuguna, interview by author, April 2011, Dehradun; Yogesh Bahuguna, “Mira Behn ka 

sapnon ka khandahar” (Mira Behn’s dream project), Yogesh Bahuguna Private Collection.  
322 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 31, 2011. 
323 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, April 1, 2011. 

120 

                                                 



 
 

all activities based on mutual consensus.324 Mira Behn stated certain rules for the society, viz. 

that members will not engage in any other profession outside their society, will work hard on the 

land given to them to raise crops and vegetables, donate a small part of their produce annually to 

the society for development of health, education etc. 

Mira Behn had earnestly hoped that this nonofficial organization could work more 

efficiently being free from the influence of bureaucratic red tape. Unfortunately, she experienced 

difficulties right from the beginning of her project owing to the procrastinations of the 

Government Forest Department in signing the lease for the land for the project, as well as the 

financial bottlenecks encountered within the very first four months of project’s inception.325 

Thus, all constructive work she planned, like tree-planting, cattle breeding, resettling of the 

landless for the cooperative society, etc. suffered a setback.326 To prevent the land of Pashulok 

and its rich natural resources from being taken over by exploitative business interests, Mira Behn 

finally decided to hand over Pashulok to the Animal Husbandry Department of the UP 

government.327As Mira Behn put it to Rajendra Prasad, “if Pashulok could be kept alive only by 

seeking the influence of great personages, then it was better for it to collapse, which it has 

done.”328  

324 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 28. 
325 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, January 24, 1952, in Dr Rajendra Prasad Correspondence and Select 

Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd., 1991), 
5. 

326 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, April 17, 1950, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad Correspondence and Select 
Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 12, January to June 1950 (Bombay: Allied Publishers Ltd., 1989); Mira 
Behn to Kumarappa, January 15, 1951, Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 
New Delhi. 

327 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 301. Yogesh Bahuguna (interview by author, Dehradun, March 25, 
2011) informed that giving away of the land to the government did not help matters either, because the latter was not 
interested in local cattle development for the poor peasants. Thus, soon after Mira Behn left Pashulok, the 
government Animal Husbandry Department launched a commercialized sheep and horse-breeding program on 
Pashulok land, and that too, after Western methods. 

328 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, January 24, 1952, in Dr Rajendra Prasad Correspondence and Select 
Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd., 1991), 
5. 
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Mira Behn’s ideas helped identify early on the human, economic, and ecological 

dimensions of technological risks of resource-intensive, labor displacing, large-scale 

developmental projects. She critiqued a monetary growth-oriented, short-term economic 

development that destroys both nature and people’s base of survival. Her various projects on 

agriculture and cattle development verily internalized the economies of ecological processes and 

village sustenance. The various integrative methods that Mira Behn championed aimed to 

address the social, ecological, and economic situations common to the Indian farmer and his 

land: as a cheap, practical, and sustainable technological alternative to preserve and increase soil 

fertility, thereby combating crop failures on one hand, and the harm done by increasing use of 

artificial fertilizers on the other.329 Her ideas drove home the point that for growth to be 

sustainable and equitable, nature’s processes as well as the resource base for human survival has 

to be maintained.  

 

3.3 The Forest Problem, Land Distribution, and Mountain Environment and Development 

3.3.1 The Forest Problem 

It was during her days at Kisan Ashram when she was the Honorary Special Advisor to 

the U.P. government that Mira Behn began drawing the attention of the Government to the 

intimate link between deforestation, soil erosion, and floods. As early as August 1946, in her 

detailed report on the status of land and water development, Mira Behn stated  

[D]eforestation, especially of the hills and mountains, is causing not only soil erosions, 
but [also] uncontrollable floods. Where there are no trees on the mountain slopes the rain 
water rushes down and swells the streams and rivers in the twinkling of an eye. Whereas, 
where there are trees, under which there is leaf-mould, grass and shrubs, the rain water 
soaks into the soft undergrowth, and oozes sown slowly through the grass and mould to 

329 Mira Behn, “From Rubbish to Gold,” Harijan (March 10, 1946): 35; Mira Behn, Why India Starves and 
the Remedy (1948), 2. 
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the bottom of the slopes. Probably, if all the watersheds were well forested we should be 
saved from much of the flooding which periodically devastates the plains now a days.330 
 

While at Pashulok, Mira Behn studied the nature of floods in the context of mountain-

plain interactions. Here, she “became very realistically aware of the terrible floods which pour 

down from the Ganga catchment area.” 331  The devastating nature of the monsoon floods she 

witnessed led her to investigate the area north of Pashulok on horseback each summer, to find 

the possible source of such floods.  Several field trips in the lower, southern slopes of the 

mountain belt revealed her the naked truth about unchecked deforestation and erosion of the 

precious top soil. Local agri-pastoral economy suffered gravely from such erosion. Mira Behn 

was deeply concerned.  

However, Mira Behn did not see the problem merely in terms of deforestation, but as a 

matter of “change of species.” In a series of startlingly revealing articles depicting her findings, 

she indicated the grim consequences of state forest management practices that led to the gradual 

replacement of the ecologically beneficial, multistratal, broad-leaved species called Banj or 

Himalayan Oak (quercus incana) with the commercially valued, single stand species, Chil or 

chir pine (pinus roxburghii).332 The latter was valued primarily for its softwood timber and resin 

while the former was valuable to the villagers as a source of sustenance yielding fodder, fuel, 

leaf manure, and drinking water. Mira Behn pointed out that commercially valuable pine 

monoculture not only destroyed the natural forests, undermining their capacity to conserve soil 

and water but also impoverished the mountain pastoral people who depend on the forests for 

330 Mira Behn, “A Most Urgent Problem: Note on the Report of the Usar Land Reclamation Committee, 
United Provinces 1938-39,” August 21, 1946, Mohandas K. Gandhi Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 
New Delhi. 

331 Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 296. 
332 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas,” Hindustan Times, December 18, 1950, Mira Behn 

Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi; Mira Behn, “Deforestation, Waterlogging and Soil 
Erosion,” Hindustan Times, June 5, 1950; Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks,” The Statesman: Independence Day 
Supplement, August 15, 1958, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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survival. She explained the ecological value of native broadleaved oak forests over the non-

native coniferous species:  

The Banj leaves, falling as they do, year by year, create a rich black mould in which 
develops a thick tangled mass of undergrowth… which in their turn add to the leaf-mould 
deposit and the final result is a forest in which almost all the rain water becomes 
absorbed. Some of it evaporates back into the air and the rest percolates slowly down to 
the lower altitudes giving out here and there beautiful sweet and cool springs. It would be 
difficult to imagine a more ideal shock-absorber for the monsoon rains than a Banj 
forest… 
 
The Chil pine produces just the opposite effect. It creates with its pine needles a smooth, 
dry carpet, which absorbs nothing, and which at the same time prevents the development 
of any undergrowth worth the name. When torrential rains…beat down on these southern 
slopes much of the pine-needle carpet gets washed away with the water and erosion 
invariably takes place, because these needles…create only a little very inferior soil, 
which is easily washed out from the rocks and stones.333 

 
Thus, Mira Behn discerningly noted that forests on hill slopes ought to be conserved 

primarily for water conservation by protecting natural mixed and broad-leaved species such as 

the oak rather than for revenue maximization through the planting of monocultural species such 

as the chir pine.334 

Mira Behn’s explanation of the causes of the disappearance of the native oak species 

revealed a “sharp awareness of the sociology of forest management in the hills.”335 Pointing to 

the commercial orientation of the forest management practices, she said:  

It is not merely that the Forest Department spreads the Chil pine, but largely because the 
Department does not seriously organize and control the lopping of the Banj trees by the 
villagers for cattle fodder, and… is glad enough from the financial point of view to see 
the Banj dying out and the Chil pine taking its place. When the Banj trees get weak and 
scraggy from overlopping, the Chil pine gets a footing in the forest, and once it grows up 
and starts casting its pine needles on the ground, all other trees die out.336  

333 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas.” 
334 Ibid.  
335 Ramachandra Guha, “The Prehistory of Community Forestry in India,” Environmental History 6, no. 2, 

Special Issue: Forest History of Asia (April 2001): 221. 
336 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas.” 
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Mira Behn was thus critical of the government’s “scientific forest management” policy 

that deliberately propagated lower altitude species like the pine on higher slopes at the cost of the 

local peasant economy and ecology. Thinning and dying out of oak forests and their replacement 

with pine led to a direct loss of community control as well as the intimate bond that the hill 

peasants had with their forests in their culture.337 This commercial orientation of the Forest 

Department, noted Mira Behn, destroyed the stakes of the local community in maintaining their 

forests sustainably. As she pointed out,  

It is no good putting all the blame to the villagers…The villagers themselves realize fully 
the immense importance of these Banj forests, without which their cattle would starve to 
death, the springs would dry up, and flood waters from the upper mountain slopes would 
devastate their precious terraced fields in the valleys. Indeed all these misfortunes are 
already making their appearance on a wide scale. Yet, each individual villager cannot 
resist lopping the Banj trees in the unprotected Government forests.338 

 
Mira Behn developed a comprehensive vision for reviving the Himalayan ecology and economy. 

Restoring the oak forests was not only an economic imperative for the local peasant economy 

that depended on it for fodder, firewood, and water for drinking and irrigation, but also an 

ecological one, which implied careful attention to the larger ecological role of oak forests as soil 

conservers and water regulators of the Himalayas. Her suggestion was a two-pronged approach 

of comprehensive land use planning and democratization of forest management policy: 

The problem is not without solution, for if trees are lopped methodically, they can still 
give a large quantity of fodder, and yet not become weak and scraggy. At the same 
time, if the intruding Chil pines are pushed back to their correct altitude (between 3500-
5000 feet), and the Banj forests are resuscitated, the burden on the present trees will, 
year by year, decrease, and precious fodder for the cattle will actually become more 
plentiful. But all this means winning the trust and cooperation of the villagers, for the 
Forest Department, by itself, cannot save the situation. Nor can it easily win the 
villager’s trust, because the relations between the Department and the peasantry are 
very strained, practically amounting to open warfare in Chil pine areas. Therefore, in 
order to awaken confidence in the people, some non-official influence is most 
necessary. 

337 Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks.”   
338 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas.” 
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With the aid of local constructive workers, it should become possible to organize village 
committees and village guards to function along with the Forest Department field staff 
which should be increased and also given special training in a new outlook towards the 
peasantry. In this way it should be feasible to carry out a well-balanced long-term project 
for controlled lopping, and gradual return of the Banj forests to their rightful place, by 
systematic removal of Chil pines above 5500 feet altitude to be followed by protection of 
the young Banj growth. The Banj forests are the very centers of nature’s economic cycle 
on the southern slopes of the Himalayas. To destroy them is to cut out the heart and thus 
bring death to the whole structure.339 

  

The above can be described as one of the earliest schemes for participatory community forestry 

in the Himalayas.340 By such cooperative forestry practices, Mira Behn envisaged a sustainable, 

long-term locally oriented forest policy. “The forests of the Himalayas,” said Mira Behn, “are the 

guardians of the Northern Plains, which, in their turn, are the Granary of India. Surely, such 

guardians deserve the utmost care and attention that the Government can give them.”341 

 Mira Behn wrote several articles in newspapers and journals aiming to draw government 

attention to the conservation of soil regenerating, water retentive broadleaved oak species on one 

hand, and check the deliberate spread of chir pine by the Forest Department on the other. She 

even sent reports and photographs of her findings to Nehru. Nehru passed them on to the Chief 

Conservator of Forests and other officials and Mira Behn held several discussions with them. 

The then Uttar Pradesh government turned down her suggestions for a locally oriented forest 

policy.342 As Mira Behn expressed later, “they listened to me in a friendly way, but that was all. 

To resuscitate the Himalayan Oak and drastically diminish the Chil Pine would have completely 

339 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas.” 
340 Guha has also raised this point. He credits Mira Behn (along with other Europeans viz. Dietrich Brandis 

and Verrier Elwin) as one of the early crusaders of the cause of community forestry in India. Ramachandra Guha, 
How Much Should a Person Consume, (2006), 123. 

341 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas.” 
342 Nehru, though sympathetic to Mira Behn’s concern, was a firm believer of “Central control of forest 

education” and a commercial basis of forestry, and could not have promoted the decentralized and democratic social 
forestry scheme that Mira Behn had in mind. Jawaharlal Nehru, “The Significance of Forestry,” in Selected Works of 
Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal, vol. 10, Second Series (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 
1990), 80. 
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upset their finances.”343 “The necessary changes,” she noted rather sarcastically, “were too 

fundamental” for the Forest Department to make.344 However, the U.N. Dhebar Commission 

(1960) made similar suggestions for a locally oriented forest policy stressing the forest 

department’s role in making cooperative arrangements with the locals to protect forests as well 

as promote local employment in forest areas.345 

As Pashulok was handed over to the Government, Mira Behn now began contemplating 

serving the indigenous hill people and their cattle by starting a new center for integrated rural 

development. Having closely studied the conditions of indigenous forest people in the hilly 

region of Ranchi in Bihar in March-April 1951, Mira Behn was painfully aware of the cause of 

their poverty and malnutrition. She wrote to Kumarappa, describing how vested interests groups 

and government development programs present “colonialism in glaring form” in their ruthless 

exploitation of the indigenous people, their culture, and their material basis of sustenance.346 She 

was in close touch with Kumarappa, who significantly advanced Gandhian village economics 

from his concept of an economy that could give “permanent” services when based on nature’s 

renewable resources. Mira Behn and Kumarappa had long correspondences and held discussions 

on the survey plans for setting up a Gandhian model village in a disadvantaged indigenous hill 

region.347 However, she ultimately decided to work in the neighboring mountain area of Tehri 

Garhwal. 

343 Mira Behn, “Controlling Floods,” Hindustan Times September 1973, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection.  
344 Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 297. 
345 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Some Problems of Garhwal and Kumaon,” Social Work in the Himalaya, ed. Ram 

Rahul (New Delhi: Delhi School of Social Work, 1968), 92. 
346 Mira Behn to Kumarappa, April 4, 1951, Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa Papers, Nehru Memorial 

Museum and Library, New Delhi; Mira Behn to Kumarappa, April 5, 1951, Chakravarti Rajagopalachari Papers, 
Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

347 Mira Behn to J.C. Kumarappa (January 15, 26, February 1, and August 1, 1951), Joseph Cornelius 
Kumarappa Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi; J.C. Kumarappa to Mira Behn, (January 28, 
February 1, and April 12, 1951), Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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In May 1951, Mira Behn traveled to the hills in the north to study the environs and find a 

place for a new ashram. During this journey, she became deeply aware of the threats to mountain 

sustainability in the context of socioeconomic and ecological transformations in the hills. 

Political integration of many parts of the mountain territory with the nation’s states had 

consolidated them economically with the economy and market in the plains. This led to a greater 

incentive for the exploitation of the natural resources of the mountains on a commercial basis 

and on an unprecedented scale, as happened with the mountain state of Tehri Garhwal, after its 

integration with the neighboring state of Uttar Pradesh, in 1950.  Mira Behn became painfully 

aware of the general lack of practical governmental assistance in local village development and 

the increasing threat to the peasant economy, owing to close contact with modernized plains.348 

Economic development in the Himalayas modeled after those of the plains, Mira Behn observed, 

ignored the real necessity of the people of the villages. Stressing that the greatest wealth of the 

mountains were the forests and water, she repeated her earlier warnings that practices like 

commercial forestry fills up government coffers but does nothing to meet the real needs of fuel 

wood, fodder, and water shortage in the villages.349 The nature of such development in the 

Himalayan region, Mira Behn argued, was estranged from the task of improving the quality of 

the life of the people as well as the regeneration of the environment. Referring to socio-cultural 

and economic impact of development interventions dominated by the ideas of people from the 

plains, Mira Behn wrote: 

Wherever the motor roads have reached, serious deterioration in self-sufficiency and 
moral standards had set in, whereas beyond their baneful influence life is still 
comparatively self-contained, healthy and happy. Now, besides the motor-roads, has 
come another disintegrating influence, and that is the merging of the State into Uttar 
Pradesh. Whatever the shortcomings and limitations of the former rule may have been, it 
was at least Home Rule (deshi). Now, with the influx of lowland officials, and especially 

348 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 111-112. 
349 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 110. 
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of the outside police and legal regulations, the peasantry feel themselves in the hands of a 
‘foreign’ power. The lowland officials naturally are not used either to the language or the 
customs and needs of the people…Even with the best intentions it is not possible for a 
man from the plains to become thoroughly familiar with the mountains in the short time 
at his disposal. … A good administrator is not the man who lives in his office, but the 
man who is out and about, and familiar with the land and the people whom he has to 
guide and control.350 
 
Noticing how hill poverty is closely related to the degradation of the natural resource 

base, particularly the forests, Mira Behn drew up a plan for conserving and regenerating the 

uplands along with improvements of village industries for all round self-sufficiency. Her plans 

included regeneration and protection of the native oak for soil and water conservation, 

development of small, locally maintained irrigation and drinking water schemes, improvement of 

cattle economy and hill agriculture, and development of village industries as ancillary to 

agripastoralism.351   

To carry out her plans, Mira Behn decided to settle in Tehri Garhwal, at a village called 

Geonli in August 1951. The Forest Department leased her two acres of land on which she 

established a service center, and named it Gopal352 Ashram. The place was aesthetically 

uplifting, located at a height of 5600 feet overlooking the snow-clad ranges of the Himalaya, 

surrounded by thick forests of sweet smelling pine, and the gentle murmur of the river 

Bhilangana several hundred feet below at the foot of the mountain slope. The local farmers were 

happy with her plans. They visited her regularly for solutions to their specific problems. 

350 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 111-112. 
351 Ibid., 110, 112; Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 30, 2011. 
352 Gopal literally means cowherd, but it is also one of the names of the Hindu god, Lord Krishna in his role 

as a cowherd. 
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Figure 8: The Valley of Bhilangana today, as seen (southwards) from the site of Gopal Ashram, 
Geonli, Tehri Garhwal.353  

 

As Prem Singh Rawat, a villager who helped Mira Behn with her activities at Gopal Ashram 

affirmed:  

Mira Behn came to serve here [Geonli] for two reasons: to uplift the socially and 
economically downtrodden in the most backward area of the mountain society, and to 
raise awareness about the need for preserving the forests and the environment. Today 
everyone talks about the need for saving the environment, but it was Mira Behn, who 
made us aware of these problems so many decades back.354  
 

3.3.2 Land and Equity: Bapu Raj vs. the Bhoodan Movement  

Even when settled in the remote heart of the Himalaya, Mira Behn kept an eye on developments 

in other parts of the country and was deeply concerned about all that she saw. She observed that 

“Huge industrial and other projects were being planned, for which gigantic sums of money had 

to be borrowed, or accepted as gifts, from other countries. This was all so different to what one 

353 Author, May 14, 2011. 
354 Prem Singh Rawat, interview by author, Pukhar village (near Geonli), May 12, 2011. 
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had pictured for free India.”355 India, she stated ruefully, did not reveal the Gandhian ideals for a 

free, self-sufficient, happy nation anymore. “All the paraphernalia of the Imperial State were 

taken over by the Congress as if to the manner born,” she noted.356 In a letter to Rajendra Prasad, 

Mira Behn wrote that the “tribulations that I have been through in connection with Pashulok are 

but a miniature reflection of the kind of thing which is going on in the country on a vast scale. 

And when we add to that the rapidly increasing domination of foreign ‘aid’ and ‘enterprise,’ with 

which indigenous capitalists have an unholy alliance, the picture becomes black indeed.”357 She 

wrote to Nehru reminding him of Gandhi’s ideals of self-sufficiency and the duty to the Indian 

peasantry that his current policy of race for armament and large-scale industrialization fails to 

address.358  

Realizing that Nehru’s Congress party “was not in touch with the peasantry and the 

growing corruption of the bureaucracy was eating into the vitals of the nation,” Mira Behn 

launched an eight-point counter program, a village-to-village campaign for local self-

government, the ideal of a free India, in 1952.359 To spread her word for the peasantry as well as 

“for the world at large,” Mira Behn began a monthly publication called Bapu Raj Patrika, 

produced in English; Hindi; and three other Indian languages, Gujarati, Tamil, and Telugu.360In 

her scheme, she argued for a Panchayat361 type decentralized government which would not 

indulge living in palaces or a high-energy lifestyle, encourage no capitalists to destroy local 

355 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 306. 
356 Mira Behn, “Straight from the heart: A Question and a Suggestion,” Harijan (April 12, 1952), 58. 
357 Mira Behn to Dr. Rajendra Prasad, January 24, 1952, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and 

Select Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd. 
1991), 5. 

358 Mira Behn to Jawaharlal Nehru, January 23, 1952, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and Select 
Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd. 1991), 
6. 

359 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 306. 
360 Bapu Raj Patrika literally translated means the monthly journal of the Gandhian Gram Swaraj. Mira 

Behn began its publication from February 1952. Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 306; Mira Behn, “To Readers 
of Bapu Raj Patrika,” March 22, 1953, Petra Kreuzer Private Collections. 

361 Panchayat literally means assembly of five people and refers to the village self-governing body. 
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village industries or agriculture, replace an expensive military force with an effective and honest 

police force for law and order, and refrain from borrowing money from  foreign nations. In such 

a self-governing society, which she now called “Bapu Raj” or Gandhian Free State, then would 

be a balanced distribution of land and labor and grow a self-reliant economy in terms of its basic 

necessities as in health, education, law and order and the like. She argued that developing the 

villages in this way, the real India “can be brought back to happiness, strength, and health.”362 

To understand the pulse of the peasantry, in February and March 1952 Mira Behn began 

touring the remote villages and towns of the region (Saharanpur, Muzaffarnagar and Bijnor 

districts) on horseback. Mira Behn launched her campaign for Gandhian Free State on February 

12, 1952 in village Bharatpur Bhonri of Saharanpur District before some 5000 peasants who 

gathered there for an annual fair.363 Following this, she organized some thirty impromptu 

meetings with the villagers and farmers groups.364 She explained that her object was to “try to 

explain to the villagers the kind of self-reliant economy that Bapu had visualized for them, and to 

urge them to get together in a common demand for a simple decentralized society.”365 During her 

extensive tours through fields, village lanes, and forests in which she covered about two hundred 

miles, she noted that everywhere there is an extreme dissatisfaction of the peasantry with the 

Congress political regime. A bureaucratic state being unable to motivate, mobilize, and involve 

the masses in the development task has thus become increasingly inefficient and corrupt.366 

362 Mira Behn, “Bapu Raj,” Harijan. June 21, 1952, 142. 
363 Ibid. 
364 Mira Behn to Dr. Rajendra Prasad, April 6, 1952, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and Select 

Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd., 1991), 
37. 

365 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 306. 
366 Corruption charges against the bureaucratic nation state became endemic in India over the years. Parekh 

points out that between 1956 and 1964 over 80,000 complaints were registered with the Administrative Vigilance 
Division in the Home Ministry. However, Nehru though aware of the imperative for a reform of the bureaucracy, did 
not pay timely and adequate attention to the problem. Bhikhu Parekh, “Jawaharlal Nehru and the Crisis of 
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Observing all these trends, she wrote to the authorities with a caveat, “unless the Congress 

Government completely changes its policy and practice, it is bound to go under. The peasants, 

who continue to constitute the vast majority of the voters, are fed up with the inefficiency of 

Government, corruption, controls, Zamindars,367 and the rest.”368 At the same time, Mira Behn 

stressed, “the mechanization policy of Government in agriculture,” and how “it will, without a 

shadow of a doubt, lead us to desolation, if not checked. Tractors have been let loose on the 

countryside like a plague. Not only are they destroying the fertility of the soil, but they are 

creating a new type of Zamindari – the businessman’s co-operative.”369  

While Mira Behn was going from village to village propagating the message of the 

Gandhian Free State, rural India in the early 1950s was beginning to feel the pulse of another 

agrarian revolution under the Bhoodan (Land Gift) Movement. Vinayak Narahari Bhave, often 

called the Acharya,370 the so-called “spiritual” successor of Gandhi,371 had appeared on the 

Indian scene in the period following independence. He began a nonviolent movement for the 

voluntary transfer of land from the landed to the landless. At the time of independence, land 

remained concentrated in the hands of the landlords or the Zamindars, the existence of which 

Modernisation,” in Crisis and Change in Contemporary India, ed. Upendra Baxi and Bhikhu Parekh (New Delhi: 
Sage Publications, 1995), 45. 

367 Zamindars were the feudal landlords of colonial India, who held large tracts of land and control over the 
peasantry by taxing them. The Zamindars did not cultivate the land himself but rented it out to cultivators/landless 
peasants. Between 1947 and 1954 a law for the abolition of the Zamindari system was passed. However, these 
agrarian reform acts did not completely abolish landownership especially in the ryotwari (the system of collecting 
land revenues directly from the cultivators of land and started by the British) areas where the system was still in 
existence. There was also a third system, called the Mahalwari system, which was a modified version of the 
Zamindari system. All these systems worked to undermine agriculture, incur heavy indebtedness of the peasants, 
and attenuation of local community control. 

368 Mira Behn to Rajendra Prasad, April 6, 1952, in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and Select 
Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhary, vol. 15, January to December 1952 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd., 1991), 
37. 

369 Ibid. 
370 Acharya is a Sanskrit word meaning teacher or preceptor. In formal Hindi, the meaning remains the 

same. 
371 Mira Behn denied this many times on grounds that Bhave lacked the practicality and the revolutionary 

vision of Gandhi with regard to village economic development and social transformation. Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, 
interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011; Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, 
March 30, 2011. 
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implied iniquitous distribution of land, impoverished peasantry, and absence of any community 

autonomy. Independent India sought to end this exploitative landownership system through laws 

and administrative measures and to protect the rights of the peasantry. However, the first 

Zamindari abolition and Land Reforms Act of 1950 could not implement its main goal, i.e. the 

just and equitable distribution of land amongst tillers. Big landlords found ways to hoodwink the 

government through loopholes in the law, retaining their ownership in many cases.372 The 

problem of landless laborers in India soon became acute and violence erupted in Telengana 

region of Andhra Pradesh. Communists began resorting to extreme measures to eliminate 

wealthy landlords so as to redistribute land among the landless. As the army sought to gain 

control, the peasant struggle for land degenerated into a vicious cycle of terrorism, bloodshed, 

and vengeance. At this stage, in April 1951, Bhave went by foot to the violence-stricken South 

Indian state to understand the problems of the people and try to spread the message of Gandhian 

nonviolence. In the village of Pochempelli, Bhave’s call for a solution to the increasing 

landlessness and violence was met by the eagerness of a pious zamindar, Ramchandra Reddi, 

who donated one hundred acres of land for the landless.373 This incident encouraged Bhave to 

adopt a revolutionary technique of voluntary land gifting by the rich to the landless laborer 

without any compensation. This formed the ideal of the movement, extensive redistribution of 

the land in favor of the landless laborers to solve the problem of inequitable distribution. 

Through such distributions, Bhoodan aimed to end private ownership and the unequal 

distribution of land and concentration of power, and thus reconstruct society founded on the 

Gandhian premises of nonviolence, equality, and economic and political decentralization. The 

land lords were asked to donate one-sixth of their land to Bhave, which he would then 

372 Rajesh Kumar, “Historical Analysis of Land Ownership,” Mahatma Gandhi’s writings, philosophy, 
audio, video & photographs, accessed October 28, 2012, www.mkgandhi.org/vinoba/anasakti/rajeshkumar.htm. 

373 Ramchandra Guha, India after Gandhi (New York: HarperColllins, 2007), 226. 
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redistribute to the landless tillers. In the course of the next twelve years, Bhave walked some 

100,000 miles across India and received more than four million acres by 1956. Nearly 600,000 

people made voluntary relinquishments of land in this movement.  

The movement seemed more like a success in the beginning, hailed for Bhave’s spiritual 

and moral basis of hridaya-parivartan (gentle change of heart), especially the way in which it led 

the rich to voluntarily relinquish their land to the landless. However, there were serious and 

legitimate concerns, which led to the ultimate failure of the movement in the end. Critics, 

foremost amongst whom were Mira Behn and Kumarappa, were early to point out the flaws in 

Bhave’s Bhoodan movement, and which were found to be quite true. 

In the early years of the movement, Mira Behn wrote several times to Bhave and his 

associates revealing her concerns about the Bhoodan but failed to get any response.374 In two 

articles published in the Hindustan Times, Mira Behn expressed her profoundly felt difficulties 

about the movement’s ideological basis and the means adopted towards the progress of the 

movement. She drew attention to the fact that the movement’s advocates have completely lost 

sight of the environmental relationships that is central to establishing a Sarvodaya social order. 

Bhoodan, she said, ends up dividing land amongst the humans only without any thought for the 

animals (cow) for grazing and for the trees. In light of the fact that nearly half of all land donated 

in the state of Uttar Pradesh alone was grazing land or the commons, Mira Behn commented:  

Campaigns for plowing up more and more uncultivated lands are suicidal. The Cattle and 
the Trees in our unhappy country are literally dying out for lack of lands with disastrous 
results for the humans, such as lack of milk, lack of bullocks for the plow, lack of rains, 
lack of organic manure (through lack of leaves and burning of firewood) – all matters 
directly connected with the live or die problem facing humanity today. … the land, 
forests and cattle are so closely inter-connected that we cannot tamper with one without 

374 Mira Behn, “My Misgivings About the ‘Bhoodan’ Movement: Does it Solve the Straight Issue?” The 
Hindustan Times, May 2, 1953. 
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upsetting the other two. It is these three that form the very foundations of our 
existence.375 
 
A sustainable agricultural economy thus must follow natural cycles as well as address the 

economic questions related to them. The Bhoodan, stressed Mira Behn, was not based on fair and 

appropriate distribution of land. Rameshwar Dutt, Mira Behn’s personal assistant who served her 

for thirty-three years, explained why Mira Behn was critical of the Bhoodan Movement: 

The problem of land distribution, she used to say, cannot be tackled merely through 
donating land: ‘Vinoba is asking people to give land. But from where will they give land 
if they do not have it? ...if the land holdings are so small that they cannot even support 
themselves or their next generation?’ Bhave’s program, Mataji376 used to tell us, lacked 
practicality. The lands donated for instance, were often of inferior quality and had no 
water source. So how could it sustain the people?377 
 

Land cannot be treated like money, affirmed Mira Behn. “Land… is the source of life’s 

sustenance, not just a medium of exchange.”378 Hence, “solution of the land problem on the 

Bhoodan lines,” cautioned Mira Behn, “would result in the landless and the semi-landless having 

the worse lands in the country distributed amongst them, while the rich would hold on to the best 

lands and at the same time, earn credit by having their names in the lists of land donors.”379 

Moreover, Mira Behn noted that Bhave’s focus was primarily on giving land to the landless 

villagers. This implied that “a gross injustice is done to the small kisans who are the bulwark of 

the nation… to make matters worse, these small kisans… are being encouraged to reduce still 

further their tiny holdings by donating to Bhoodan.” “Where is the Sarvodaya in such a 

375 Mira Behn, “My Misgivings About the ‘Bhoodan’ Movement: Does it Solve the Straight Issue?” The 
Hindustan Times, May 2, 1953. 

376 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari referred to Mira Behn as “Mataji” (respected Mother). 
377 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 31, 2011. 
378 Mira Behn, “Misgivings About Bhoodan: Reply to Critics,” The Hindustan Times, June 2, 1953. 
379 Mira Behn, “My Misgivings About the ‘Bhoodan’ Movement: Does it Solve the Straight Issue?” The 

Hindustan Times, May 2, 1953. 
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scheme?” challenged Mira Behn.380 Mira Behn argued that, the movement gave neither any 

proper record of the collection of land or of assets to the public nor could it make a realistic 

assessment of the actual situation since its leaders tended to set-up fixed targets (viz. so many 

acres to be collected by a specific date). This short-sightedness associated with fixing targets 

within a specific time to get a certain quota of land distributed, was also decried by 

Kumarappa.381 Mira Behn’s point was that obsession with setting of targets tend to adopt 

destructive means, ignoring hidden justice issues and undermining the integrated vision of 

Sarvodaya and its principle of service, which is not only to people, but also to ecology and to 

time. She also held that the Bhoodan removed the critical question of government role and 

responsibility in land distribution.382 Many of these shortcomings listed by Mira Behn were 

correct, since the land collected as gifts in the Bhoodan movement, ultimately, could not be made 

more productive.383 More than forty percent of land donated in Bhoodan proved uncultivable and 

even when redistributed the poor and the landless were often not the beneficiaries.384 Moreover, 

Bhave’s focus on targets achieved or numbers of donations often remained as “aspirations” or 

“paper commitments” shifting attention from the “programs actual performance.”385 Many have 

argued that the movement in effect reinforced the “semifeudal bondage of the landless and poor” 

380 Mira Behn, “Misgivings About Bhoodan: Reply to Critics,” The Hindustan Times, June 2, 1953. Mira 
Behn here addressed the crucial point that Bhave’s Bhoodan did not endorse the principles of Sarvodaya or even the 
language and ideals of Gandhian trusteeship in its spirit and practice. In trusteeship, the principle emphasis is on 
selfless service or seva rather than on dana or charity/gifts. Interestingly, in his deliberate use of words like dana or 
gift, Bhave failed to see the philosophical and practical value in the semantics of the Sarvodaya principle of seva or 
selfless service. According to the latter, it is the rich landlord who should serve the society by parting with his 
surplus land as a moral duty rather than making charities or gifts. 

381 J.C. Kumarappa to Vinoba Bhave, April 27, 1955 in Dr. Rajendra Prasad: Correspondence and Select 
Documents, ed. Valmiki Choudhury, vol. 17, January 1954 to December 1955 (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Ltd., 
1992), 285-286. 

382 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011. 
383 Bhave was known to have set an ambitious target collection of 50 million acres by 1957, of which the 

movement was able to collect only 4 million. Much of this was again, land of poor quality, as Mira Behn 
anticipated, and hence, unfit for cultivation. Only one-and-a-quarter million was found as suitable land fit for 
cultivation and was redistributed. Thomas Weber, Gandhi as Disciple and Mentor, 154. 

384 Fox, Gandhian Utopia, 187, 188. 
385 Fox, Gandhian Utopia, 187-188; Hardiman, Gandhi in His Time and Ours, 206-207. 
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mainly because Bhave’s “quietist approach” could not transform the land reform movement into 

a “revolutionary social practice” or a more assertive mass civil resistance through Satyagraha to 

bring about social change.386 As Sarvodaya worker Yogesh Bahuguna pointed out, “Bhoodan 

ultimately could not end the landownership system. Most of the land gift in the movement was 

the result of the moral and spiritual influence of a saint [Bhave]. However, it could not develop 

as an integrated social process considering community life as a whole, which is the key feature 

of Sarvodaya philosophy.387  

As a response to the question of land distribution under the Bhoodan, Mira Behn began 

formulating a scheme to address the problems of poverty and inequality by focusing on the three 

main necessities of rural life: 1. grain and fodder crops, 2. grazing lands, and 3. trees.388 This 

envisaged an ecologically equitable distribution of land where land is distributed not only to 

farmers for plowing and cultivation, but also to the starving cattle for the development of 

appropriate species of grazing grasses, and to the trees for the growing of firewood trees.389 She 

explained to the farmers the ecological and economic significance of growing trees for meeting 

fuelwood and fodder requirements and thus saving cow-dung manure and returning it to nourish 

Mother Earth for her sustenance. 

In the old days there were plenty of forests, and then Mother Earth was not starved, but 
now-a-days she is in a pitiable condition. This is a terrible thing, for it is she who sustains 
us all. Therefore, we must again grow trees which will give us fire wood and enable us to 
stop burning up the food of our Mother Earth. Trees also…attract the rain. Where there 
are forests there are always good rains.”390 
 

386 Fox, Gandhian Utopia, 188-189; Hardiman, Gandhi in His Time and Ours, 206; Yogesh Bahuguna, 
interview by author, Dehradun, March 26, 2011. 

387 Yogesh Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, March 26, 2011. 
388 Mira Behn, “Zamindari ka batwara” (Distribution of Zamindari lands), Bapu Raj Patrika, February 

1952, Mira Behn Papers. Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
389 Mira Behn, “Misgivings About Bhoodan: Reply to Critics”; Mira Behn, “Zamindari ka batwara,” Mira 

Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
390 Mira Behn, “Zamindari ka batwara,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New 

Delhi. 

138 

                                                 



 
 

Mira Behn’s vision of a self-sufficient Gandhian Free State did not remain bound to the 

village and the local economy. She maintained the need for “localized (regional) self-sufficiency 

to be developed to the full, both economically and administratively, and the whole strength of the 

Nation to be concentrated on agriculture, animal husbandry, forestry, and village industries, 

which must be protected from foreign and internal competition.”391 She repeatedly advised in her 

letters to the leaders as well as in articles in newspapers that big developmental schemes like 

dams, large canals, and artificial fertilizers cannot be implemented without thorough 

investigation and taking fully into account the opinion of the people of the affected regions. The 

economic program of the nation, she stressed, must be able to harness the energy of the common 

peasant in the villages and not serve the capitalists.392 

While Mira Behn wrote to the Congress leaders aiming to acquaint them with the true 

state of affairs in the countryside, she simultaneously began to organize peasants for a collective 

effort towards attaining the Gandhian Free State. This was to awaken the peasantry to the need 

for a self-sufficient rural India based on Gandhian economics. However, she faced significant 

hurdles. “Mira Behn’s aim was to place before the villagers a program, which promised self-

sufficiency in three essentials of life, khurak, kapra, aur ghar (food, clothing, and shelter). Her 

ideas implied more local control than any government induced program would deliver… but this 

was not to be, as there was a major rift between Nehru’s policies and Mira Behn’s philosophy,” 

affirms Dutt.393 In Bapu Raj Patrika, Mira Behn wrote about her plans to take thousands of 

farmers and their representatives to Delhi, who could articulate their demands for a self-

391 Mira Behn, “Straight from the Heart: A Question and a Suggestion,” Harijan (April 12, 1952), 58. 
392 Mira Behn, “Bapu Raj Patrika,” February 1952, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 

Library, New Delhi. 
393 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, Rishikesh, April 1, 2011. 
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sufficient Gandhian Free State to the leaders at the Center.394 “If the rulers turn a deaf ear we will 

resort to passive resistance, like Gandhi did, to achieve our end,” she warned the government.395 

Mira Behn’s aim was to help the leaders see the significance of Gandhi’s economic principle in 

uplifting the masses of peasantry and in eliminating corruption from the governmental 

machinery, not to challenge the state authority per se. People who joined her peasant’s campaign 

however, had other intentions that summarily derailed her project. She explains this conundrum 

in her memoir: 

[F]riends who now thought of joining me in my campaign, wanted to develop a frontal 
attack. Their argument was that sooner or later we must dislodge the ministry and run the 
Government ourselves if we wanted to achieve a Gandhian regime. Their way of 
thinking, speaking, and writing was quite different from mine, and if they joined me, I 
knew everything would develop in such a way as to make it impossible for me to co-
operate. Yet, if I went on alone on my own line, what would it amount to? I must find 
some other way of working. 396 
 

Given the roiled political atmosphere, Mira Behn was apt to realize that “anything like a peasant 

march to Delhi would be exploited by people for their own and party ends, and that [she] should 

not be helping but harming the villagers by such a move.”397 She withdrew the movement and 

concentrated her efforts in serving the Indian peasantry in other directions.  

 

3.3.3 Mountain Environment and Development: The Bhilangana Community Development 

Project 

Determined to put Gandhi’s program of village economic self-sufficiency before the 

masses, Mira Behn now began considering the rural developmental scheme she conceived for the 

394 Mira Behn, “Bapu Raj Patrika,” February 1952, Mira Behn Papers; Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” 
in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 36. 

395 “Gandhi Disciple Accuses Nehru Followers,” The Lethbridge Herald (February 15, 1952), 5. 
396 Mira Behn, The Spirits Pilgrimage, 307. 
397 Mira Behn, “To Readers of Bapu Raj Patrika,” Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
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Tehri Garhwal region. In this context, she observed that the central government was initiating 

community projects for rural development. This was the Community Development Program 

(CDP) initiated by Nehru on a pilot basis under the First Five-Year Plan (1951-56) to promote 

“all-round” agrarian uplift involving both socioeconomic and cultural transformation in the rural 

areas.398 The notion of community development when applied to village development implies 

that the village, rather than individual or nation, should be considered the basic unit of 

development. Given this notion, the focus remains on how the village as a community meets its 

needs by exercising their own decision-making power.399 Given the record of life-long devoted 

social service in rural reconstruction work undertaken by Gandhian workers, this conception of 

community development was not new. The Gandhians had garnered extensive field knowledge 

and experience in work involving village industries, agriculture, health, and sanitation. However, 

the formulation of the Indian Community Development Project (CDP) did not receive its 

philosophical inspiration from these already existing and well-rehearsed endogenous schemes for 

village development, but instead were conceived exogenously.400 Nehru’s concept of social 

service was that of an organized technical science, taught at centralized urban institutes.401 

Moreover, his firm commitment to Western models of modernity, to urban ideals, and reliance 

on foreign funding, led him to import the idea of CDPs from the United States. In fact, the first 

pilot project for the community development program in India, launched in 1948 in village 

Mahewa of the Etawah district of Uttar Pradesh, was essentially the brain-child of Albert Mayer, 

398 Some fifty-five projects were inaugurated in 27,388 villages across India marking the birthday of 
Gandhi, October 2, 1952. Randhir Bahadur Jain, “Participation and Development: Emerging State-Civil Society 
Relation in India,” in The Role of the State in Development Processes, EADI Book Series 15, ed. Calude Auroi, 
(London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd., 1992), 74. 

399 Herman E. Daly and John B. Cobb Jr., For the Common Good: Redirecting the Economy Toward 
Community, the Environment and a Sustainable Future (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), 165.  

400 Bharatan Kumarappa, “Community Projects and American Aid,” Sarvodaya (May 1953): 155-157. 
401 Jawaharlal Nehru to Govind Ballabh Pant, March 18, 1948 in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. 

Sarvepalli Gopal, vol. 6, Second Series (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 1988), 384. 
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an American architect and town planner, whose background was urban, and had little knowledge 

and experience in either agriculture or on Indian agro-economy.402 Mayer’s project merely aimed 

at increasing productivity of land through agro-industrial economy and cooperatives, which had 

a strong urban bias.403 American efficiency and technical knowhow for development of 

community life in village appealed to Nehru more than the indigenous village reconstruction 

approach of Gandhi, which according to him was “too … vague and idealistic.”404 Following 

Mayer’s village improvement scheme, the Nilokheri Experiment emerged in Punjab in 1950, 

another pilot project drawn on similar lines but now initiated by a U.S. trained engineer 

Sachindra Kumar (S.K.) Dey.405 This also drew Nehru’s wide appreciation and acclaim. With an 

aim to emulate and replicate such experiments for the whole nation and integrate it with the 

administrative machinery, Nehru chose to model rural development in India after the community 

development program and policies of the US agricultural extension service.406 This led to the 

Indo-American Technical Cooperation Agreement in 1952 for expanding the CDP to facilitate 

“intensive development” of the rural areas.407 With $50 million grant from the US Government 

for development programs, support from Ford Foundation, and the Government of India, the 

402 The original idea of Mayer was to plan and develop village and urban townships on behalf of the U.P. 
Government and even expressed his desire to work for large river valley projects. Following independence, the 
break-up of the nation into two and the mass migration that resulted, India was faced with millions of uprooted and 
displaced population in desperate need of land. Nehru was keen to settle the displaced and Mayer’s offer seemed in 
sync with his plan to build townships in developing industrial areas etc. Jawaharlal Nehru to Albert Mayer, March 3, 
1948 and April 2, 1948 in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal, vol. 5, Second Series (New 
Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 1987), 160, 402-3; Alice Thorner, “Nehru, Albert Mayer, and Origins of 
Community Projects,” Economic and Political Weekly 16, no. 4 (January 24, 1981): 117.  

403 Jawaharlal Nehru, “The Food Situation,” in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal, 
vol. 15, Second Series (part 1) (New Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 1993), 54. 

404 Jawaharlal Nehru to Albert Mayer, January 14, 1946, cited in Alice Thorner, “Nehru, Albert Mayer, and 
Origins of Community Projects,” Economic and Political Weekly 16, no. 4 (January 24, 1981): 118. 

405 Dey was also later appointed as the Minister of Community Development in the Union Cabinet. 
406 Kim Berry, “Developing Women: The Traffic in Ideas About Women and their Needs in Kangra, 

India,” in Regional Modernities: The Cultural Politics of Development in India, ed. K. Sivaramakrishnan and Arun 
Agarwal (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003), 82. 

407 Richard P. Dauer, A North-South Mind in an East-West World: Chester Bowles and the Making of 
United States Cold War Foreign Policy, 1951-1969 (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2005), 47.  
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American concept of CDP within the Soviet framework of the Five-Year Plans gained rapid 

prominence in India as a state-of-the-art rural development scheme. 

Mira Behn had a different vision. It was to be a simplified experimental project, 

orientated toward Gandhi’s economic ideals for integrated rural development.408 Instead of 

having administration mobilize people through extension agents, backed up by specialists in 

irrigation, animal husbandry, agriculture, public health etc. who are located in cities, Mira Behn 

contended, there must be village level constructive workers who can work with people to 

engender the much-needed social process of people’s participation. This approach, she implied, 

would maintain healthy state-society relations as well as create the foundations for self-

sufficiency and self-reliance of the village communities. JP Unniyal, who joined Gopal Ashram 

as her secretary in 1952, recounts Mira Behn thoughts:  

At that time when I met her, she was busy studying the idea of community development. 
The idea was started by S.K. Dey, who was a bureaucrat. Dey got this idea from 
America. Mira Behn thought [rural development] could be done better than bureaucrats 
could by involving villagers at the grass roots level, thus ensuring more local interest, 
participation, and community control than any government-sponsored scheme. It also 
should involve some Gandhian ideas of village development. Mainly in the outline, it was 
a decentralized village development project.409 
 

Mira Behn put her ideas before Nehru, who readily approved of it. In the approaching 

winter of 1952, Mira Behn wrote to Kumarappa:  

At last after nearly a fortnight’s hard work on the Himalayan Project we have reached the 
stage when the Centre says that it is agreeable and willing to finance….My stipulation of 
no American money and no American experts has been willingly accepted, and I have 
had a free hand to draw up the details according to my own ideas. If this Project, by 
God’s grace, leads to satisfaction of the peasantry, it will undoubtedly have considerable 
influence on the Community Project people, and it will be a clear demonstration for the 
villagers.410 

408 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 307. 
409 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 27, 2011. 
410 Mira Behn to J.C. Kumarappa, November 24, 1952, Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa Papers. Nehru 

Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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The Center sanctioned some 1.2 million Indian rupees (then about 250,000 USD) for the 

project.411 After some initial hurdles, the CDP at Gopal Ashram, named as Bhilangana Project 

after the river Bhilangana at Geonli, was ready to get started, and a village development block of 

500 square miles comprising of 211 villages was sanctioned in its honor.412  

One of Mira Behn’s overwhelming concerns was how to address “the fundamental and 

ever present question of the ideal form of human society.”413 Having an artistically inclined mind 

always full of exuberance about nature and its beauty, Mira Behn strove to attain a kind of 

village organization that would represent that ideal, the picture of a peaceful and beautiful 

society. Her aim was to create “models of community living both for humans and animals” 

which would then “become examples of ideal village governance through community 

participation.”414 Whether at Pashulok or in the Bhilangana Project of Tehri Garhwal, Mira Behn 

adopted a practical method of implementing Gandhian economics of self-sufficiency to achieve 

such an ideal form of human community that learnt to live beautifully and harmoniously with its 

natural surroundings.415 Such an economy remains insulated from the commercial considerations 

of the market economy and urban domination that exploits both nature and the people. This 

implied organizing life on the basis of a self-contained economic system that is non-exploitative, 

makes just and full use of its human and animal resources, while maintaining a symbiotic 

411 Some fifty-five projects were inaugurated in 27,388 villages across India marking the birthday of 
Gandhi, October 2, 1952. Jain, “Participation and Development: Emerging State-Civil Society Relation in India,” 
74. 

412 Mira Behn, “To Readers of Bapu Raj Patrika,” March 22, 1953, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. Under 
the CDP, each project covered about 300 villages ranging over 400-500 square miles with a population of 30,000.  

413 Mira Behn to Kumarappa, April 19, 1954, Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa Papers, Nehru Memorial 
Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

414 “Mira Behn (1892-1982)” in Mira Behn: Selected Essays, The INTACH Environmental Series, no. 21 
(New Delhi: 1993), 1. 

415 Yogesh Bahuguna of Dehradun, interview by author, March 25, 2011; Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, 
interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011; Mira Behn to Kumarappa, April 19, 1954, Joseph Cornelius 
Kumarappa Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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relationship with nature. This economy was judged not on production statistics or temporal 

efficiencies, but on its relative permanence or longevity. 

In working out such a scheme for community development in the mountains, Mira Behn 

paid careful attention not only to the ecological fragility of the hills, but also the geopolitical 

sensitivity of the Himalayan border-states.416 She indicated that as long as the people of the hills 

continue to remain impoverished, marginalized, exploited, discontented a strong defense could 

not be built in the border regions. Only a self-sufficient economy and equitable society would not 

be easily disrupted in case of an invasion and hence can potentially offer sustained, prolonged 

defense in the event of an aggression.417 Ergo, decentralized community development in these 

geopolitically sensitive mountain districts ought to focus, on a “basic needs first approach” 

creating local self-sufficiency and thus addressing the root of the problem than providing mere 

palliatives. Thus, “modern community development,” she distinguished from her own approach, 

“puts so much emphasis on things like construction of roads, hospitals and libraries, schools, 

community and welfare centers etc. that basic necessities like village industries become all a 

secondary matter.”418 Tehri Garhwal being a strategically located mountain state bordering 

China, Mira Behn emphasized the significance of developing this mountainous region 

independent of commercial and business considerations and based on a self-sufficient economy 

where local people can be independent in developing and managing their own natural resource 

base. For the Bhilangana Project, she introduced ideas like improvement in the local breed of 

cattle suited to the imperatives of mountain specificities, improvements in the techniques of 

organic agriculture through soil and water conservation, community forestry practices, making of 

416 Mira Behn, “Himalaya sima ki raksha,” (The protection of the Himalayan border states) Samayik 
Prasanga, [current context] date unknown, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

417 Ibid. 
418 Ibid. 
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compost or farmyard manure through leaf mould and waste, ecological sanitation, village 

industries, basic education, etc. Thus, her objective was to put hill agriculture, forestry, and 

animal husbandry firmly in their natural settings on one hand and to demonstrate these concepts 

of rural reconstruction to the villagers, such that they can be inspired to do it themselves without 

resort to any external agency.419 The local villagers took a great deal of interest in this practical 

scheme believing in the independence with which they will be now be able to take control over 

their lives and their destiny. Mira Behn’s hopes ran high. 

However, it was when the various government officials, like the district planning officer, 

assistant development officer, block development officers, divisional forest officer etc. began 

turning up and started intervening, that things began to change for the worse. “Nearly 203 

officials turned up, complicating matters. Mira Behn did not want them! She did not have 

anything to do with government officials!” exclaimed Unniyal. He gave a brief account of the 

nature of the problem: 

Mira Behn wanted the community project to be worked out by her along with a team of 
local constructive workers, based on Gandhian ideals, where all work will be done by the 
villagers themselves. She did not want official orders to come from Lucknow and then 
implemented at local level. Local decisions should be taken locally, she had insisted time 
and again. Soon she found out that this was to be no different from a Community 
Development Project started on the pattern set by S.K. Dey… a Community 
Development Project to be worked by Government officials.420 

 
Thus, the government CDP did not aim to involve villagers in the development process 

but instead directed all management into the hands of Government employees. This 

disenfranchised the people from information, technology, inputs etc. cutting them off from the 

thinking, deliberating, deciding, and cooperative action process necessary for rural 

419 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 27, 2011; Munna Singh, “Gopal Ashram 
ko jivanta karne ka sankalp” (The oath to bring Gopal Ashram back to life), Himalaya: Man and Nature (January 
1993): 27. 

420 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 27, 2011.  
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transformation to take place. Moreover, the project officials, who did not live and work with the 

villagers, also failed to see production from land, cattle, and forests as an integral part of the rural 

economy. Lack of community concern in the government CDP was evident in its commercial 

orientations. While Mira Behn wanted to serve the village people, the government officials of 

CDP were interested most significantly in the profits gained from such funded schemes.421 For 

instance, the project officials supported the commercial practice of stall-feeding of cattle and 

breeding through the artificial insemination process. These factory-bred industrial ideas clashed 

with Mira Behn’s own philosophy and ethics of sustainable cattle development for the 

peasantry.422 She cogently argued that stall-fed cows tend to have poor health and stressed the 

need for good sturdy bulls for the Bhilangana project so that the community itself could develop 

local cattle breeds naturally both for milk as well as for help in farming.423 The official ideology 

on cattle breeding, conceived on commercial and business grounds, and implemented by experts 

sitting in New Delhi and Lucknow, however, had no interest in these.  

Mira Behn’s repeated entreaties and efforts to save the project from government officials 

went in vain. The bureaucracy, she realized, was not about to let go its hold on the project. In a 

meeting with Nehru, Mira Behn complained that the planning and directing of the Bhilangana 

Project was not laid into the hands of the villagers as she wished, but thrust upon those without 

any knowledge worth the name of farm implements or agriculture or forestry, or even the 

psychology of the hill farmer. She pointed out that the people do not get any benefit, but the high 

paid government officials bag all the money by not doing any work but sitting and giving orders 

421 As recounted by Haridev, member of Kisan Ashram, who accompanied Mira Behn to the Himalayas. 
Ramchandra Puri, “Ek thi Mira Behn,” (July 1984), Sunderlal Bahuguna and Vimla Bahuguna Private Collection. 

422 In the First Five-Year Plan, the agricultural extension service of the CDP had already begun establishing 
several artificial insemination centers. There were some 150 artificial insemination centers established under the 
CDP. S.G. Ramachandran, “Agricultural Programs and Policies in India,” AgEcon Search: Research in Agricultural 
and Applied Economics, Series: Increasing Understanding of Public Problems and Policies (1958): 155, accessed 
July 12, 2012, http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/handle/17891.  

423 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 31, 2011. 
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from Lucknow. This has after all she alleged, become a project by and for the government 

officials, not for the people.424 As Nehru lacked any intuitive understanding of the Indian 

peasantry and was not eager either to make any compromises to his bureaucratic-political model 

of development, he advised Mira Behn to leave the community project in the hands of the 

officials of Etawah. Mira Behn sent her letter of resignation from the project to the Government. 

She drew her final thoughts on the project stating: 

If this was, after all, to be just an ordinary orthodox project, and not the simplified, 
decentralized experiment that we had planned, then it was better to hand the whole thing 
over to the Government to run their way. And that was what I did. 
 
This meant leaving Gopal Ashram, for I could not contemplate living in the middle of an 
area where all my hopes had been thwarted, and the kind of official project in which I did 
not believe was going to be developed.425 

 
Being heavily dependent on government initiative and funding, the CDP was bureaucratic 

and rigid, top-down rather than ‘bottom-up.’ This was reflected in the manner of execution of the 

program, in the ineptitude, corruption, and tardiness of progress, the dictatorial techniques of 

sending “orders” from the desk of the superiors to the subordinates to achieve certain targets 

within a stipulated time, etc. Most of these dictatorial decision-making processes filtered through 

a hierarchy of advisory bodies remained on paper and the desk of officials. Mira Behn wrote to 

Kumarappa several months after she had sent her resignation from the Bhilangana Project, giving 

an instance of how such bureaucratic system in fact operates: 

Can you believe it, but the Project for this area is still under discussion with the U.P. 
Government. It is an amazing demonstration of how our democratic government 
functions through its bureaucratic officials. Three times I have sent in my resignation but 
the Government has not yet accepted it, nor has it begun work, though 13.5 lakhs (1.3 
million Indian Rupees) are sanctioned ready since last July. All that is happening is that a 
useless staff of officials is being paid. You can imagine how this has increased the 

424 Ibid. 
425 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 308. 
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mistrust of Government in the minds of the villagers….I am now just about worn out, and 
finances also are nil. I don’t know what it is all coming to…426 

 
Later evaluations of the CDP in India, undertaken by Kumarappa endorsed Mira Behn’s 

critical observations. In his 1956 report, Kumarappa indicated that the CDP wasted funds in 

unproductive schemes like road building, digging of wells etc. whilst neglecting the poor 

peasants and better resource management practices.427 It is important to note that Nehru’s 

objective in the CDP was not “revival” or “reconstruction” of the community, but their 

“development” through use of technology and improvement of basic services “given” to them. 

Here, the assumption was that “the Indian peasant would of his own free will, and because of his 

‘felt needs,’ immediately adopt technical improvements the moment he was shown them” 

[emphasis is mine].428 The government program also failed to address unequal power relations in 

the village, resulting in catering to the interests of the politically powerful and the rural elite. 

This distanced the common peasantry from the CDPs, who did not find calls for “self-sacrifice” 

for “collective interest” a compelling reason to participate.429 In the absence of any focus on the 

need to develop community awareness leading to self-reliance, Nehru’s CDPs thus remained 

chiefly an administrative one, concerned with fulfilling administrative targets such as building of 

schools, constructing roads and canals, etc. which Mira Behn reprehended. The government CDP 

thus dwindled to a “bricks and mortar programme of publics works, devoid of almost any 

426  Mira Behn to Kumarappa, April 19, 1954, Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa Papers, Nehru Memorial 
Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

427 Mark Lindley, JC Kumarappa: Mahatma Gandhi’s Economist (Mumbai: Popular Prakashan, 2007), 54, 
161. 

428 Barrington Moore, Jr., Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making 
of the Modern World (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1966), 401. 

429 Shalendra D. Sharma, Development and Democracy in India (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 
1999), 117. 
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popular dynamic.”430 Instead of being the focal point of the people’s effort to work for their own 

welfare and progress and stimulating the much-needed local contribution and self-help for the 

villagers, the CDP was an “agency for spoon-feeding the people.” It did not make the people 

self-reliant, but instead “made them increasingly dependent on official assistance.”431 Even CDP 

protagonists like SK Dey came to realize the loss of democratic appeal of the program owing to a 

preponderance of government officials and control.432 

Thus, the decentralized rural development scheme of Mira Behn was philosophically 

opposed to the objectives of a centralized state bureaucracy who wanted all administrative 

control vested in their hands. Fundamentally, the government CDP undermined the concept of 

community. Its approach was individual centric, which benefitted the individual and the planning 

state. This was in stark contrast to the concept of community in Gandhian village development. 

The integrated developmental plan of Mira Behn was community centric, responsive to the needs 

and initiatives of the common, marginalized peasants, which underscored rural employment 

generation and people’s direct participation.433 Moreover, the concept of community in Mira 

Behn’s vision was not limited to the human beings. The village land, water, and forests, in other 

words the biosphere was a community in which human beings shared their space with other 

beings and with nature. Given this conception of community, Mira Behn’s aim in the Bhilangana 

project was to reconstruct the village community democratically through the knowledge, efforts, 

430 Hugh Tinker, “Authority and Community in Village India,” Journal of African Administration, 12, no. 4 
(October 1960): 201 as quoted in Garvin Karunaratne, “The Failure of the Community Development Programme in 
India’, Community Development Journal 11, no. 2 (1976): 99. 

431 Surendranath Dwivedy, “C.D. Movement and its deficiencies,” Kurukshetra (October 2, 1965): 15 as 
quoted in Garvin Karunaratne, “The Failure of the Community Development Programme in India’, Community 
Development Journal 11, no. 2 (1976): 115; Bhikhu Parekh, “Jawaharlal Nehru and the Crisis of Modernization,” 
Crisis and Change in Contemporary India, ed. Upendra Baxi and Bhikhu Parekh (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 
1995), 47. 

432 S.K. Dey to C. Rajagopalachari, December 15, 1955, Sachindra Kumar Dey Papers, Nehru Memorial 
Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

433 Yogesh Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, March 26, 2011. 
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and adaptive strategies of the villagers themselves, rehabilitating local ecologies and diversifying 

local employment opportunities in the process. It was in effect, a blueprint of “sustainable” 

community development, which engages communities to transform their society and live in 

harmony with nature. 

 

3.4 New Pastures: Sustainable Cattle Development in the Mountains 

The experience of the Bhilangana project turned Mira Behn firmly against the anti-people 

policies of the U.P. Government.434 So, when the community project passed from her hands and 

the then Chief Minister of Jammu and Kashmir, Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed, invited her for 

constructive work in Kashmir, Mira Behn agreed.435 Since her days at Pakhulok, Mira Behn had 

contemplated the prospect of cattle development and improved breeding in the Himalayas for 

milk and draft purposes, and found in this offer of the Kashmir government an opportunity to 

turn those ideas into reality.  

In her earlier animal husbandry experiments, Mira Behn combined her concern for 

upgrading the local breed of cattle for rural development as well as the ethical need to protect 

such animals from the onslaught of indiscriminate commercial exploitation. She noticed that ever 

since mechanized farming in the plains and destruction of highland pastoralism, indigenous 

breeds of cattle have been discarded in favor of single trait, high-volume milk producers. She 

staunchly disapproved such commercialized and commoditized practices of developing cows for 

more and more milk without any concern whatsoever for their health and the quality of the male 

calves that they beget. Observing the Indian animal husbandry practices from close quarters, 

434 Ramchandra Puri, “Ek thi Mira Behn,” Sunderlal Bahuguna and Vimla Bahuguna Private Collection. 
435 Rameshwar Dutt Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 31, 2011. 
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Mira Behn remarked that local breeds like Sahiwal (Montgomary) and Red Sindhi436 cows could 

yield plenty of milk, but not sturdy bullocks that can help as draft animals for plowing as well as 

in breeding.437 Her study of the various types of local cattle in the Himalaya and the climatic and 

biophysical conditions under which mountain cattle has to be reared further convinced her that 

“none of the good Indian breeds would be suitable for the grading up, as they are all hot climate 

cattle, and mostly too big for the mountains.”438 With the background of these early experiences 

with cattle breeding, and in view of the complex interaction of livestock within specific 

ecological and social systems of the mountains, Mira Behn emphasized the need for greater 

diversity in livestock breeds based on agricultural biodiversity, ecosystemic, climactic patterns, 

and community needs. She observed that intensive and large-scale promotion of uniform high-

yielding livestock breeds fails to take into account the specific local needs, marginalizing 

pastoral livestock production systems on one hand and undermining the available agroecological 

resource base on the other. Thus, Mira Behn advocated a systematic, in-situ approach for 

sustainable cattle development: 

[M]ost breeds do not flourish if taken to distant places where the climate and food are 
different to what they are used to. For instance, to take Hariana439 bulls to Sevagram 
would have been wrong, good Golov440 bulls were the right animals to use there, and in 
the same way it would be wrong to bring Golov bulls to the Rishikesh-Hardwar area, 
good Haryana bulls are the right animals to use there.441 

 

The Government cattle development policy in the Himalaya, she considered as unsound, as it 

does not take into account the point of view of the well-being and contentment of the peasant 

economy and the need to pay close attention to environmental and agroecological parameters. 

436 Red Sindhi is a widely popular local Zebu dairy breed that originated in the Sindh province of Pakistan. 
437 Mira Behn, “Improvement of our Cattle,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 282-283. 
438 Mira Behn, “A Dream Come True,” Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
439 The Hariana cattle (a Bos Indicus) breed originated in the foothill plains of Northern India.  
440 A local breed of cattle developed at Sevagram under Gandhi’s instructions. Golovs were good for both 

milk and bullocks. Mira Behn, “Improvement of Our Cattle,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 283. 
441 Ibid., 283.  
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She emphasized her point recalling an experiment on cattle breeding undertaken by the U.P. 

Government in the Himalaya, to increase milk yield. Of the twenty-one Red Sindhi bulls sent to 

the hills of Tehri Garhwal and Pauri Garhwal, she observed, “[t]en have died either by falling 

down the mountains or through inability to digest the mountain food and of the remaining 

eleven, only two are able to give any service at all, and these are in low valleys, where the 

conditions are most favourable.”442  

Mira Behn’s profound interest in organic farming and animal husbandry led her to the 

work of the celebrated “Jersey-cum-Organic Farming expert” Frank Newman Turner and his 

time-tested experiences in organized cattle breeding and nutrition.443 Newman Turner was “one 

of a small band of visionaries who laid the foundations of the modern environmental 

movement.”444 As a “conscientious objector”445 to industrial agriculture and chemical 

exploitation of the soil, Newman Turner began his experiments in organic husbandry receiving 

his inspiration from the writings and personal encouragements of the key pioneer in the field, Sir 

Albert Howard, whose work as we have seen, also inspired Mira Behn. Mira Behn was well 

acquainted with Newman Turner’s work through his journal The Farmer perhaps the first 

magazine on organic farming and herdsmanship, published as early as 1946. 446 Impressed with 

the animal husbandry experiments of Newman Turner at his Goosegreen farm in the Chilton 

Polden Hills of Somerset, Mira Behn desired to integrate some of his cattle breeding ideas into 

her scheme for the mountain people. Since India was still “hopelessly behind” in organized cattle 

442 Ibid., 283. 
443 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 313. 
444 Roger Newman Turner, “An Independent Mind: The Legacy of Newman Turner,” Acres: The Voice of 

Eco-Agriculture 40, no. 4 (April 2009): 18. 
445 Ibid. 
446 “Frank Newman Turner, 1913-64,” accessed November 4, 2012, 

http://www.newmanturner.com/frank/index.html. It is interesting to note that today’s organic farmers and graziers 
are rediscovering many of Newman’s innovative experiments with cattle-breeding, natural treatment of ailing 
animals, and animal nutrition. Roger Newman Turner, “An Independent Mind: The Legacy of Newman Turner,” 
Acres: The Voice of Eco-Agriculture 40, no. 4, (April 2009):18. 
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breeding, improving the lot of the Himalayan pastoral community and their cattle, considered 

Mira Behn, demanded such experienced advice from the West.447 During her cattle breeding 

experiments, Mira Behn actively sought Turner’s help and advice through correspondence.448  

The high-altitude rangelands of Kashmir represent a unique grazing ecosystem, 

supporting indigenous, transhumant and nomadic pastoral economies and their rich biocultural 

diversity. Here, Mira Behn worked with the pastoralist milk producing community the Dodhi 

Gujjars.449These specialized livestock keepers, are nomadic herdsmen with highly sophisticated 

patterns of mobility adapted to the microclimatic, ecosystemic, and rainfall patterns. The Gujjars, 

like most pastoralists, rear indigenous animal breeds, retaining rich genetic variety. Traditionally, 

they had three distinct cattle keeping activities annually (vertical transhumance), based on three 

sets of pastoral space along a temporal scale, one in winter, one in summer, and one on migration 

in spring and autumn. 450 They traversed great stretches of Jammu and Kashmir and hence 

various ecological zones, from highland pasture to the terai or the foothill plains. Accordingly, 

they also garnered well-developed indigenous (ethno-veterinary) knowledge system in livestock 

management. As Mira Behn stated 

These Gujars are extraordinarily knowledgeable about fodder grasses, herbs and trees. 
They have a name for every species, and can tell you its effect on cattle – some being 
good for increasing milk, some for increasing strength (but not milk), some being bad for 
pregnant animals, some being good for those that have newly calved, and so on and so 
forth. In the same way they have a vast knowledge of the medicinal qualities of herbs for 
cattle.451 

447 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas: Need for Imported Pedigree Bulls,” Sunday Statesman 
March 2, 1958. 

448 Jawaharlal Nehru to Mira Behn, March 31, 1956, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi; Rajendra Prasad to Mira Behn, April 17, 1956, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi; Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, “Memories of Mira Behn,”in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 
255. 

449 Gujjars are nomadic graziers and livestock-rearing tribe of the Himalaya practicing transhumance. The 
Dodhi Gujjars are exclusively engaged in the production and trading of milk and milk products as the main 
occupation. 

450 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas.” 
451 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas.” 
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The existence of this distinct nomadic community and along with them their expert bio-

cultural knowledge base, noticed Mira Behn, were under a serious threat from inappropriate 

developmental activities leading to loss of grazing pastures for livestock keeping and eventual 

loss of livestock breeds and species, the basis of local subsistence. She discerned that the village 

grazing grounds were progressively usurped “for all sorts of schemes” like “the more spectacular 

hydro-electric and other enormously more expensive projects for the plains.” 452  Moreover, the 

Forest Department’s control over grasslands and rangelands along with faulty land use brought 

by “scientific forestry” practices for timber production, also led to further curtailment of the 

available pastures. With restrictions and various tolls on all remaining grazing lands, livelihoods 

and herding activities of these traditional pastoralists were severely jeopardized who continually 

suffered extortion, humiliation, and harassment by the Forest Department.453 Further, with the 

loss of grazing land, many herdsmen started settling down and plowed up steep slopes for 

cultivation of which they had neither any experience nor knowledge. Noticing the disastrous 

methods of cultivation on steep lands she wrote, “on these exposed mountain slopes they sow 

maize, which is known to all anti-erosion experts as one of the worst crops for loosening soil and 

starting floods.”454  In sum, the process of land use change in the rangelands was clearly the 

result of loss of ecological balance between pastures, livestock, and people.  

Apprehending the significant but largely unacknowledged role that these pastoralists play 

in the ecology and economy of the country on one hand, and the potential loss of the livelihoods 

of these communities and their livestock breeds on the other, Mira Behn employed an integrated 

plan for sustainable development and conservation of cattle genetic resources in the Himalayas.  

452 Ibid. 
453 Ibid. 
454 “Changing Use of Land in Japan and India,” Chicago Daily Tribune (October 6, 1957), 24. 
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Mira Behn noticed that the government policy of promoting a limited genetic base of 

high-performance animal breeds has resulted in lack of good breeds of bull. This has in turn 

resulted in long dry periods in cows, reduced milk yield, weaker breeds, thus affecting the local 

economy of the Gujjars as well as the health and wellbeing of the cow.455 In order to develop 

good breeding cattle and milk products for the marginalized Himalayan peasantry, Mira Behn 

advocated natural cattle crossbreeding along with better management practices like fodder crops 

and hay production for improved feeding of cattle as an imperative for the conservation and 

sustainable use of domestic animal biodiversity and a stable, self-sufficient pastoral 

livelihood.456  

“All the best breeds in India,” she observed, “belong to the hot lowlands and cannot stand 

the cold of these mountains.”457 Mira Behn’s solution to this problem took a tack different from 

the governments’. She proposed: “If you have to grade up degenerate cattle you must have a bull 

of a fixed, good breed, which can be depended on to reproduce his type and not throw back to 

some mixed ancestry – in fact you need a pedigree animal. Now, a cold-resistant pedigree bull 

can only be had from abroad.”458 Thus, Mira Behn came up with a rather forward-looking idea 

for her time, advocating scientific crossbreeding of climatically adapted pedigree bulls from 

Europe like Dexters and Jersey with local breeds under village conditions and with full 

participation of the people concerned.459 At the Animal Husbandry Department of the Jammu 

and Kashmir State Government, Mira Behn learnt that a scheme for importing Jersey cattle was 

455 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas.” 
456 Ibid. 
457 Mira Behn had in mind here the various Indian breeds common in those days, viz. Red Sindhis, 

Tharparkars, Sahiwals and Haryanas. These were either not considered good as draft animals or did not have good 
milk yields. 

458 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas.” 
459 Mira Behn, “The Himalayan Frontier,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 160-161; Mira 

Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas: Need for Imported Pedigree Bulls.” 
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already afoot. She aimed to introduce a different breed, the Dexter cattle, brought from Newman 

Turner’s farm.  

There were practical reasons for her choice of introducing the Dexters into the Himalaya. 

The Dexters, studied Mira Behn, were a hardy Scottish breed, which because of their small build 

and capacity to stand cold, can negotiate the mountainous terrain easily whereas large cattle from 

the plains cannot. Moreover, they were better than the local Kashmiri cattle in terms of their milk 

yield, giving 10-15 seers [20-30 lbs.] of milk a day, matured early and required less feed than 

other breed introduced from the plains like the Montgomary or the Red Sindhis, and were well 

suited for draft purposes as well.460 Mira Behn had in mind a cross breeding experiment of the 

local yaks with the Dexters, who were also aesthetically matched with the yaks in their small 

size, black color, hairy body, and sturdy build. Mira Behn was aware that pastoralists usually do 

not aim for a uniform, high-performance cattle breed and prefer instead good mix of breeds with 

a range of productivity and diverse genetic traits based on economic and ecological situations. 

Accordingly, she kept diverse varieties in her grading up experiment of the local Kashmiri cattle 

with the Dexter bulls. Along with the Dexters she obtained from higher altitudes of Ladakh, one 

yak, and two pairs of local Kashmiri cross breeds, called the Zo and the Zoma, the male and 

female cross breeds between Himalayan cow and the yak.461 The Zos were hardy pack animals 

suited to the plow, while Zoma gave rich milk. A successful crossbreeding experiment with the 

Dexters under such conducive conditions, she maintained, can upgrade the “local degenerate 

460 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011; Mira Behn to Rajendra 
Prasad, November 20, 1954, Rajendra Prasad Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi; Mira 
Behn, “A Dream Come True,” Petra Kreuzer Private Collection.  

461 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 313. 
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stock” to produce “powerful and useful” animals, greatly improving the farm-animal genetic 

diversity and benefitting the rural communities.462  

The government, with a grant of 1.3 million rupees ($ 271,398 USD then) sanctioned 

Mira Behn’s plan for a natural crossbreeding experiment within the specific ecological and social 

context of the Gujjar communities. In the summer of 1954, Mira Behn established her cattle 

service center in Baramullah village in Kashmir at a height of 6000 feet near the Uttar Ganga 

river. She called it Gaobal, the place of the cow.463 As per her plans, the Dexters, five in-calf 

heifers and two bulls, arrived from Newman Turner’s farm in England, in the fall of 1954.464 “In 

the mountains,” stated Mira Behn, “if cattle are to flourish, they must be taken up to the higher 

altitudes in the summer, and preferably this should be done in two stages.”465 Mira Behn moved 

her herd of Dexters, who seemed to be doing well in their new environment, and local yaks from 

the winter grazing areas at Gaobal to those at higher altitudinal zones of 7000 feet during the 

rainy season and again to an open grassland at 8,600 feet during summer. During this time, Mira 

Behn had arranged for a visit of Newman Turner at her ashram and planned the importation of a 

Jersey herd from Turner’s farm through the newly launched Colombo Plan.466 

462 Mira Behn, “A Dream Come True”; Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage , 310. 
463 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011; Mira Behn, “Bridge over 

Torrent,” September 18, 1955, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
464 Rameshwar Dutt of Rishikesh, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 29, 2011. Originally, six in-calf 

heifers were shipped from London, but one died on the way. Mira Behn, “A Dream Come True,” Petra Kreuzer 
Private Collection. 

465 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 312. 
466 This is a regional inter-governmental organization established in 1951 and was conceived at the 

Commonwealth Conference of Foreign Ministers held in Colombo, January 1950. The organization emerged as a 
cooperative venture for the economic and social development of South and South-East Asia, which today has 
expanded to cover all of Asia and the Pacific. See: http://www.colombo-plan.org/  
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Figure 9: Mira Behn at Gaobal, her animal-husbandry farm in Kashmir, interacting with Yuvraj 
Karan Singh, the Regent of Jammu and Kashmir and his wife Yasho Rajya Lakshmi. Note the 
short-limbed Dexter cows to her right.467  

 

However, just as her crossbreeding experiment among the Dexters, zomas, and the yak 

began to flourish, the Animal Husbandry policy of the state government underwent a significant 

change. When she approached the Government with regard to procuring pedigree cattle for 

Kashmir, she learnt that all imports of foreign cattle were stopped because of constraints of 

foreign exchange.468 Moreover, the Government had appointed Sardar Datar Singh, the President 

467 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, Untitled, ca. 1955-56, J.P. Unniyal Private Collection. 
468 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas.” 
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of Indian Dairy Science Association as the advisor in charge of Kashmir animal husbandry, who 

had his own views with regard to cattle breeding and development. 

Unniyal states that Mira Behn had a discussion with Singh at that time.  

There was a strong difference of opinion between Datar Singh and Mira Behn regarding 
the utility of crossbreeding local cattle with foreign breeds. The difficulty arose because 
Mira Behn wanted the State to formulate a policy for cattle breeding in Kashmir where 
local cattle are crossbred with small and sturdy foreign breeds that can negotiate the 
mountain terrain and could benefit the local economy. However, Datar Singh was bent on 
the perilous course of bringing large-limbed high milk yielding cattle into Kashmir, 
breeding by the local stocks [that emerged in the dry plains] like the Sahiwals, Harianas, 
and Tharparkars469, and what more, requiring to be stall-fed in the pattern of the modern 
commercial dairy farm. Mira Behn also had talks with cabinet ministers but the state 
policy could not be changed. … All this [government policy] is a question of inertia. 
Things should be allowed to go on as they are going now: the line of least resistance. You 
do not break any new ground, any new path.470  

 
This put an end to Mira Behn’s scheme for cattle crossbreeding in the Himalayan 

country. The importation of Jersey herd from the Scottish highlands and Turner’s visit were all 

canceled. The Central government transferred the Dexter cattle she was looking after to the 

neighboring mountain state of Himachal Pradesh. Left with little money or resources, the future 

seemed uncertain to her. Mira Behn returned to Tehri Garhwal, and decided to settle down in 

some quiet spot on her own, “without any more direct connection with government schemes.” 471 

In the autumn of 1957, Mira Behn found “a perfect site at an altitude of 6000 feet, with grass for 

cows, and a glorious view of the Himalayan Snows.” She named the place Pakshi Kunj, the 

grove of birds. Mira Behn now turned to writing her memoirs till she felt an inner urge to go 

West. In the January of 1959, Mira Behn returned to Europe, after thiry-three solid years of 

devoted service to India and to the cause of Gandhi. She decided to settle in the countryside near 

469 Tharparkar (Bos Indicus) is a medium-sized, indigenous dual-purpose cattle breed (milk and draft 
purposes), originating in the arid plains of the north-west. 

470 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 29, 2011; Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, 
“Memories of Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn- Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 256. 

471 Mira Behn to C. Rajagopalachari, October 12, 1957, Chakravarti Rajagopalachari Papers, Nehru 
Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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Vienna, to be close to the forests where once Beethoven repaired. From here, she continued to 

write on environmental issues. She kept close correspondences with political leaders as well as 

grassroots workers of India cautioning them about the perils of Green Revolution, large dam 

technology, deforestation, and environmental pollution. 

Mira Behn’s work amidst the Gujars in Kashmir makes it explicit that a sustainable cattle 

breeding policy for the interdependent pastoral economies of the Himalayas is not a job of 

narrow specialists or government officials. She revealed that the difficulty of working through 

government officials, as at Animal Husbandry Department of Kashmir, was that they disliked 

living and working in distant areas amidst the highlanders. 472 This made them ill-equipped to 

have the necessary field knowledge and experience of the specific and inter-related ecological, 

socio-economic, and intellectual contexts in which cattle breeds are developed. Therefore, for 

realistic cattle development work, Mira Behn asserted the need of widely experienced 

constructive workers, who are willing to settle down and work in “close cooperation with the 

Gujjars who live right alongside their own animals in all places and at all seasons.”473 Such 

workers, she maintained, should possess sound knowledge of community cattle-keeping 

activities in the Himalaya, so as “to grasp the whole subject with all its correlated problems, and 

not like Government centers, be dependent on specialists for this and that, especially as 

specialists rarely understand the work-day field application of their subjects in relation to the 

whole.”474  Given the increasing gap between state-society networks, Mira Behn’s suggestion 

was that, constructive workers must make every effort to suggest ways in which the Government 

can approach to improve the lot of the people and their cattle, through people’s direct 

participation.  

472 Mira Behn, “An Autobiographical Note,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 297. 
473 Ibid. 
474 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas.” 
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Mira Behn’s “Experimental Hill Cattle Development Scheme” was the first of its kind in 

the Himalayan rangelands as well as in India for sustainable conservation and development of 

livestock genetic resources at community level. Despite its apparent failure due to obvious 

reasons, her scheme drew critical attention to the abject condition of the Gujjar pastoralists, their 

decreasing access to natural resources, and the threat it imposed in turn on India’s livestock 

diversity and Himalayan bio-cultural heritage. Mira Behn revealed the imperative to introduce 

diverse and adaptive cattle breeds for the mountains to counteract the dwindling genetic base of 

high-performance industrial breeds like the Red Sindhi cow. She strongly advocated the need to 

integrate indigenous cattle rearing knowledge into conservation efforts that takes account of the 

ecological and sociocultural peculiarities of livestock rearing. Thus, her scheme recognized the 

significance of the long-standing human-animal-landscape associations as key to the 

sustainability of the endangered pastoralist production system of the mountains. Mira Behn’s 

approach to sustainable pastoral development in the Himalaya is relevant since local livestock 

breeds in the mountains are not yet adapted to meet human needs and environmental 

conservation, thanks to decades of misplaced governmental policies in livestock development.475  

Recent studies endorse Mira Behn’s caveat that as pastoralists go out of business under 

the expanding market economy and commercial drives, the livestock species that co-evolved 

along with the community conservation practices also die out.476 Studies also evince how 

towards the end of the twentieth century the onslaught of a discriminative forest policy along 

with modernization has forced many Gujars and other pastoralists of the Himalaya to shun 

475 Pradeep M. Tulachan and Tej Partap, “Development experiences of livestock production systems in 
Hindu Kush Himalayan Region,” in Agro-ecosystems, natural resources management and human health related 
research in East Africa, ed. MA Jabbar, DG Peden, MA Mohamed Saleem, and H Li Pun, Proceedings of an IDRC 
ILRI international workshop held at ILRI Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 11-15 May 1998 (Nairobi: ILRI, 2000), 149-163. 

476 IIse Kohler-Rollefson, Management of Animal Genetic Diversity at Community Level, Eschborn, 
August, 2000, accessed November 6, 2012, www.ilri.org/html/koehl.pdf. 
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transhumance and migrate to cities in search of demeaning jobs. 477 In Kashmir Himalayas, the 

social and economic sustenance of existing Gujar communities are increasingly under threat 

today not only from discriminative developmental and forestry schemes but also from external 

political threats and military insurgences.478 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

Mira Behn’s hopes for a building sustainable rural community suffered as a consequence 

of the orthodoxies and hegemony of the bureaucrats and government experts. However, her 

criticism of the Government’s food policy, industrial agriculture, forest monocultures, large-

scale irrigation, community development and rural cattle development policy, clearly planted the 

seeds of creative dissent that questioned Nehru’s heavy-industry oriented, market economy 

dependent, centralized, and statist model of economic development. The state, Nehru perceived, 

was the only source of social transformation. Mira Behn on the other hand, pointed out that in 

one-sided and top-down paternalistic model of development the state becomes increasingly 

isolated from society. Mira Behn’s aim was to make development not a decision undertaken by 

planners and bureaucrats sitting in Delhi behind closed doors, but a dialogic and democratic 

process that breaks barriers between the state and the society. Thus, she exhorted a direct 

communicative exchange between people and the state as essential to implement the necessary 

reforms for social transformation. 

Mira Behn’s response to the disjunction between city life and rural life was a striking 

theme in many of her writings. In these, she repeatedly stressed how the urban bias in modern 

477 Dhirendra Dutt Dangwal, “The Lost Mobility: Pastoralism and Modernity in Uttarakhand Himalaya 
(India),” Nomadic Peoples 13, no. 2, (2009): 96.  

478 Mohd. Tufail, “Impact of the Unrest on the Livelihoods of the Gujjars and Bakarwals of Jammu and 
Kashmir,” International Journal of Social Science Tomorrow 1, no.4. (June, 2012): 4. 
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industrial development strategy based on indifference to rural subsistence communities has made 

development process cumbersome, corrupt, and iniquitous, leading to the disenfranchisement of 

the peasantry on one hand and the exploitation of nature on the other.  

In the context of sustainability of Himalayan ecology and of agri-pastoral economy, Mira 

Behn broke new epistemic grounds underscoring a deep interdependence between development 

and environment and that of mountain nature and culture. Improvement of the quality of life of 

the people of the hills and the regeneration of the environment, she stressed, demands a 

comprehensive understanding of the mountains at the regional and local ecosystemic level as 

well as the level of community subsistence knowledge and skills of the peasant economy. 

Against an economy of short-term market led growth, Mira Behn suggested a “stabilized 

economy” that is indefinitely sustainable being based on biospheric processes, that is small in 

scale, self-sufficient, and decentralized, and recognizes not the scarcity of but the availability of 

time.479 Based on these emergent key themes, her experiments on community economics in 

agriculture, animal husbandry and forestry projects in the Himalaya generated a holistic vision of 

an ecological infrastructure of human well being founded on harmonious coexistence between 

man, animal, and nature. Rural decentralization and self-sufficiency as Mira Behn advocated, 

were an attempt to redefine development in community terms through ecological sustainability 

and social justice on one hand, and on the other, as a tool for the critical evaluation of dominant 

essentialist model of science and economic development. Mira Behn’s broad scholarship on 

emergent ecological themes of the West combined with her unique aesthetic leanings, her 

knowledge of Himalayan environment, and her interpretation of Gandhian village economics 

educes a transformative conceptual basis to understand sustainable mountain environment and 

479 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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development in India. In due course, Mira Behn’s ideas imbibed and implemented by her 

followers transpired unprecedented social and environmental change in Uttarakhand, the subject 

of Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SARALA BEHN IN UTTARAKHAND: NAYI TALIM, SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION, AND 

THE RISE OF LOCAL WOMEN’S POWER 

 
Our country is free from foreign rule. … Now we have to build the real edifice of 
independence. This will be a long and difficult endeavor. In this endeavor, we do not have 
to face the brunt of foreign rulers. In this, we have to face the darkness of ignorance, 
social stereotypes, and superstitions in our society and in our homes. We have to face this 
boldly, whilst facing opposition at our homes and with dignity, with our heads held high, 
without yielding to any blind rules or customs or other difficulties whatsoever, and 
marching forward to build the edifice on the foundations of this new society. To achieve a 
classless society we have to work hard, live simply, and amidst the poverty and difficulties 
of village life. But the joy and satisfaction that you will receive living this simple and 
plain life of the villages cannot be gained from living in the city bungalows or from 
having servants to do your work.  
 

— Sarala Behn “Welcome Note” (to women social workers), 
Suryoday 9, no.1, 1949.480 

 
The earning of a livelihood, although essential, should be an incidental result of education, 
and not its aim. The aim should be the growth of the individual to his fullest capacity, 
physical, mental, and spiritual.  
 

— Sarala Behn, “The True Function of Education in the 
Community,” Bhoodan, January 28, 1961 

 

4.1  Introduction 

During her days in colonial India, Sarala Behn was disturbed to see that the Western 

model of education systematically replaced the local vernacular with English as the medium of 

education. This disregarded Indian culture and tradition and alienated students from their natural 

environment. Her experience in progressive education in Vidya Bhavan, the institute at Udaipur 

where she worked for five years (1931-36) also dissatisfied her. She found its reforming 

480 This epigraph (translation mine) is an excerpt from an essay by Sarala Behn, written in Suryoday 
(meaning Sunrise in Hindi), a handwritten magazine prepared by the teachers and students of Sarala Behn’s 
Lakshmi Ashram. It was written to welcome and orient new women trainees and social workers (Vimla Behn along 
with three other girls who joined as trainees) at Lakshmi Ashram in July of 1949. 
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principles too steeped in the Western and urban-biased and hence devaluing the indigenous and 

aggravating the class and caste differences amongst the children.481 Children at Vidya Bhavan 

came from a privileged background and the higher castes, an idea which she found disconcerting 

to her own way of thinking.482 Sarala Behn pined to work amongst the masses of the less 

privileged.  

As discussed in the introductory chapter, Sarala Behn found profound inspiration in 

Gandhi’s alternative to the colonial system of education, Nayi Talim (Basic Education) which 

encouraged learning through practical work. In addition to receiving academic training, under 

Gandhi’s Nayi Talim the students learnt to be self-sufficient in meeting their basic needs. Along 

with educational reform, Sarala Behn realized the need for reform of women’s role in society. 

She became convinced that national reconstruction through the spread of basic education, in 

particular the education of girls and women, could pave the path to transformative social change.  

As India moved towards independence, and following her release from prison after her 

involvement in the Indian nationalist cause, in 1946 Sarala Behn established an all-girls education 

center at Kausani free of class and caste discriminations. At Kasturba Mahila Utthan Mandal, 

Sarala Behn’s objective was to develop an integrated education system for the village girls. 

Through such education, Sarala Behn aimed to realize Gandhi’s dream of an alternate modernity 

of village self-sufficiency where women emerge as agents for social change.  

This chapter tells the story of social transformation in Uttarakhand, which began with the 

educational experiment of Sarala Behn. In tracing the nature and origin of such a social project, it 

is important to situate Sarala Behn’s educational philosophy in the background of Nehru and 

Gandhi’s approach to education and its relation to science and development. The first section of 

481 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 30. 
482 Sarala Behn to Shri P.N. Sanwal, August 5, 1942, in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 304. 
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this chapter thus begins with an overview of Nehru’s vision of a Western liberal education 

tailored to suit the elite and the urban. In the second section, I situate Sarala Behn’s educational 

philosophy and approach to social reform in the context of Gandhian visions of Basic Education 

and development. The third section describes the various activities of Sarala Behn in expanding 

basic education at Lakshmi Ashram and her participation in Bhave’s Bhoodan (land gift) and 

Gram Swaraj movements. She creatively extended the social processes of empowerment of 

women through movements such as the Bhoodan, combining education with social activism that 

helped women transcend their traditional roles and made them independent thinkers and agents of 

social change. The fourth section describes how empowered rural women came to realize their 

role in the community and the larger society through organized struggles for change. Here, I 

discuss the role of rural women in the movement against alcoholism in the hills.  The fifth and 

final section traces the significance of the anti-alcohol campaign and Sarala Behn’s role in 

continuing the collective processes of social change, which evolved to demand environmental 

justice for the rural people. Overall, this chapter enhances our understanding of how an alternative 

model of education could address questions of sustainability in democracy, environment, and 

social welfare for the rural areas of Uttarakhand. 

 

4.2 Science, Development and the Modern Institutional Education 

According to Nehru, the structure of the modern economy ought to be based on rapid 

industrialization modeled after the West in which scientific research and education played a 

central role. This approach led to the growth of science infrastructure that maintained close 

affiliations with the government and the scientific community. Progress or development thus 

came dressed as a scientific and technocratic project ingrained in the Hobbesian conception of 
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society based on the scientific method. In this view, the state as the source of power becomes 

coterminous with rationalist science and its technocratic projects.483  

Several years before independence, Nehru had already articulated this idea in his book The 

Discovery of India.484 “The three fundamental requirements of India if she is to develop 

industrially and otherwise,” wrote Nehru, “are heavy engineering and machine-making industry, 

scientific research institutes, and electric power. These must be the foundations of all 

planning…”485 This idea was reinstated into the Scientific Policy Resolution of 1958, a landmark 

in the history of India. In this document, Nehru proposed: 

The key to national prosperity, apart from the spirit of the people, in the modern age, is the 
effective combination of three factors, technology, raw materials and capital, of which the 
first is perhaps the most important, since the creation and adoption of new scientific 
techniques can, in fact, make up for a deficiency in natural resources and reduce the 
demands on capital. 
 

Accordingly, Nehru’s vision engendered the growth of heavy industries and mega irrigation 

schemes in the public sector.  

In the field of education Nehru’s developmental policy also bred a system that was 

exogenous, elitist, and centralized in that it focused on Western models, the wealthy and urban, 

and universities and institutes of advanced research and training. This ideology in effect was 

hardly any different from the colonial educational policy. British educational administrators, 

Thomas Babington Macaulay for instance, advocated replacement of the traditional Indian 

pedagogical systems with the British one. Macaulay, the president of the Committee of Public 

Instruction in 1834, was in fact instrumental in promoting European learning, morals, literature, 

and science among natives in India and in the formulation of the colonial educational policy. In 

483 Vishwanathan, A Carnival for Science, 19, 40. 
484 Nehru wrote this book, his analysis on India’s historical development, during his long confinement in 

the prison following Gandhi’s Quit India Movement, i.e. between August 9, 1942 and June 15, 1945. 
485 Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (New York: The John Day Co., 1946), 452. 
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his much-quoted Minute on Education, Macaulay argued for an English-educated, elite middle 

class,  

…who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern, a class of 
persons Indian in blood and color, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals, and in 
intellect. To that class we may leave it to refine the vernacular dialects of the country, to 
enrich those dialects with terms of science borrowed from the Western nomenclature, and 
to render them by degrees fit vehicles for conveying knowledge to the great mass of the 
population.486  

 

Implicit in this statement of Macaulay is the intention of a political goal of ideological control 

through education that would pit an urban-based, English-educated elitist class against indigenous 

worldviews, knowledge and experiences.  

Gandhi had rejected British education along with its underlying policy of modernity as a 

linear, universal process, defined in terms of advancements in science and technology, and 

emphasized education instead as a productive occupation with emphasis on manual work that 

remains rooted to the village life. The role of science and technology in this view remains 

subservient to meeting the basic needs and weal of the community. In contrast, Nehru’s optimism 

about the high achievements of modern science and technology led him to assert, “science is the 

spirit of the age and the dominating factor of the modern world.”487 Accordingly, Nehru had 

appropriated the modernist ethos of British education, and opted out for a system of education 

where, “the mind of a growing boy or girl is stimulated by the machine. It grows under the 

machine’s impact…and opens out new horizons.”488 What Nehru implied was scientific training 

of young boys and girls in the laboratories and institutions of science and modern technology. 

486 Thomas Babington Macaulay, “Minute by the Hon’ble T. B. Macaulay dated the 2nd February 1835,” 
accessed December 12, 2011, 
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00generallinks/macaulay/txt_minute_education_1835.html.  

487 Zaheer Baber, The Science of Empire: Scientific Knowledge, Civilization, and Colonial Rule in India 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996), 232. 

488 Nehru, The Discovery of India, 415. 
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Only with the aid of such education, argued Nehru, can the children “understand and fit into the 

modern world and develop…the scientific temper.”489  

 Interestingly, Nehru earlier had emphatically denounced the colonial educational policy 

for its colonizing and discriminatory aspects. In the Discovery he had stressed the need to 

integrate the state with the cultural life of the society pointing out how the English-educated 

formed “a new caste or class” which lived in its own world “cut-off from the mass of the 

population.”490 Nehru also recognized the potential of Gandhi’s Basic Education in integrating the 

modern with the traditional systems.491 However, he altered his outlook significantly when he 

came to power and did not hesitate to internalize the modernist and elitist ideological basis of the 

colonial character of education.  

Free India thus became a ground for the celebration of scientific determinism and the 

neocolonial, modernist project of progress. Such a conceptual framework of progress and 

education led to its institutionalization. Nehru’s project of fostering modern scientific education 

began with high profile, elite, and centralized institutions outside the ambit of colleges and 

universities, such as national research laboratories and technological and engineering institutes. 

With government aid, expenditure on scientific research in such institutes also increased in leaps 

and bounds. At the time of India’s independence, such expenses accounted for merely 0.1 per cent 

of the gross national product (GNP). This figure escalated to 0.5 percent in only a decade’s time 

and then to 1 per cent in the later decades.492 Science became a government-controlled enterprise 

vested in the hands of a small group of scientific elites and experts. With statist control, science 

489 Nehru, The Discovery of India, 415. 
490 Ibid., 412-413. 
491 Ibid., 379. 
492 Guha, India After Gandhi, 223.  
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also became bureaucratized giving rise to poor accountability and transparency.493 The 

educational system became a linear function of employment, privilege, and social prestige. This 

approach reinforced a formidable worldview of the scientific community which preserved its 

entitlement without assuming responsibility for actions as well as an educational philosophy that 

fostered the dichotomies between head and hand, fundamental and applied, theory and practice. 

The educational curriculum in government-issued textbooks was designed to articulate the 

Eurocentric canon, worldview, and epistemology that emphasized the developmentalist state’s 

obsession with industrial modernization and the urban, middle class identity. The dominance of 

these high profile institutes over what constitutes knowledge and of marketing knowledge and 

culture in a fashion that was alienated from the environment, people, and local culture led to a 

poor structuring of curricula that de-legitimized and de-privileged the indigenous.  

It is important to note that while outlay on scientific research increased, investment on 

basic education was insufficient leading to its neglect. Significant areas of reform viz. education, 

health care, and unemployment, especially in the rural areas thus suffered.494 Nehru’s model of 

economic growth fell short of promoting not only basic education, but also the education and 

development of women. While Nehru endeavored to include women in his rural development 

programs, the philosophical approach of his programs suffered from shortsightedness. Rural 

development programs viz. the Community Development Program of the 50s were informed by a 

Western discourse on development in which the “housewife” became the subject of and a model 

for rural Indian women’s development. This representation of women as homemakers confined to 

the domestic sphere was out of sync with the daily realities of the rural Indian women who were 

493 Jain, “Networks of Science and Technology in India: The Elite and the Subaltern Streams,” 11-12. 
494 Sukhamoy Chakravarty, “Nehru and Indian Planning,” South Asia Research 9, no. 2 (1989): 99-100; 

Guha, India After Gandhi, 229. 
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farmers, craftspersons, laborers, and not mere mothers and wives.495 Development, in this 

homemaker perspective, was conceived as something that can be given or distributed through 

econometric measures and access to external resources, goods and services. Accordingly, this idea 

of development failed to make positive contribution in the lives of women as they made little or 

no connection with their lives or their vocational pursuits. Moreover, the model played its part in 

transforming gender and class relations in rural India, advancing new gendered inequalities and 

fortifying old ones.496  

Thus, postcolonial Nehruvian education not only failed to serve the interests of the rural 

communities, the women, and the subalterns, but it also bred a false ideology of prosperity, which 

came associated and identified with the urban and the industry. It entrenched the already widening 

divides between state and the society, the elite and the masses, the urban and the rural, women 

and men, industry and agriculture, past and the future, and hence estranged from practical life. 

 

4.3 The Educational Philosophy of Sarala Behn 

In postcolonial India, observed Sarala Behn, economic development was propelled by 

foreign loans, while political activities became dominated by the fervor of “how to win the next 

elections.” While neither the program for khadi and village industries nor that for basic education 

was taken up, she remarked, “the existing expensive system of education that had as its objective 

simply the producing of clerks, got even more encouragement than before.”497 The so-called 

modern education system under Nehru, argued Sarala Behn, aimed to “indoctrinate rather than 

educate” and produce non-productive or white-collar employment generating an expert-

495 Kim Berry, “Developing Women: The Traffic in Ideas about Women and their Needs in Kangra, India,” 
80-83. 

496 Ibid., 83. 
497 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 188. 
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professional-official-technician-learned men nexus, rather than socially and morally responsible 

human beings.498 She considered such education as woefully top-heavy and completely out of 

proportion to the rural life, as it psychologically and cognitively alienated the students from their 

natural environment. The objective of such education she maintained “is the passing of an 

examination to earn a certificate as the open sesame to lucrative service.”499 Such an educational 

system, in her opinion, did not befit a self-supporting constructive labor-based rural life but was 

crafted to produce “educated unemployment” on a large scale, fostering discontent and migration 

to cities in search for jobs.500 If the aim and end of universal education is merely employment and 

one that sustains differences in society, then such education, she averred, cannot serve the 

political, social, and economic problems of the nation. Further, education in modern society being 

mostly grounded in the intellectual faculty encouraged and developed only analytical capacity or 

the rational mode of consciousness with little regard to the world of human feelings and 

experience. Sarala Behn contended that this particular approach creates “divided personality in a 

divided society” which nurtures “the intellectual at the expense of the emotional or aesthetic,” 

leading to an imbalance in human values, sociopolitical decision-making, and in the individual 

and public life.”501 A main task of basic education, maintained Sarala Behn, is to “re-balance this 

imbalance.”502  

The seriousness of the existential crisis into which the modern educational system led the 

people of India, made Sarala Behn remark “The increasing need for technicians and specialists 

has robbed education of its broad cultural aspect and the materialistic values of a mechanical age 

498 Sarala Devi, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
499 Sarla Devi, “The Need of the Times in Education,” Vigil (February 27, 1960): 107. 
500 Sarala Devi, “A Blue-Print for Survival of the Hills,” Himalaya: Man & Nature 4, no. 6 (November, 

1980): 10; Sarala Devi, “Our Revolutionary Century: A Rapid Glance at Material Conditions,” Shobha Vidyarthi 
Private Collection. 

501 Sarala Devi, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim.” 
502 Ibid.  
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have robbed the individual of personal appreciation of character and qualities. This has resulted in 

the rapid deterioration of the standard of life.”503 Moreover, Sarala Behn argued that development 

should focus not on a double-digit economic growth rate, but on education that makes good 

citizens and that helps develop their moral and spiritual values, health, as well as intellect. Thus, 

she maintained 

The aim of education should be the creation of a mutually useful and well-adjusted 
society. The tragedy of current education in India is that owing to the overpressing family 
and individual economic and financial problems, the main aim of education is regarded as 
the preparation for earning a lucrative living. Education of the emotions, with its 
implications of moral and spiritual education, is entirely neglected. As a result, national 
sense of values is rapidly deteriorating, and dishonesty, nepotism, and flattery are rife.504 

 

The need was a revolution in values in education, as suggested in Gandhi’s Basic 

Education. Sarala Behn maintained, “Gandhi’s last, greatest, and most comprehensive practical 

gift to the world was in the form of basic education [Nayi Talim], which synchronized his 

philosophy of life and the various constructive items through which he had been organizing, and 

unifying the masses.”505 Echoing Gandhi, Sarala Behn saw education in a free and responsible 

society as something that ought to be universal for life not for “livelihood of the privileged.” As 

the German educational reformer Paul Geheeb, put it, education should produce “not priests, nor 

learned men, nor officials, nor future artisans, but human beings.”506 Such ideas resonated 

strongly with Sarala Behn. 

Rural women of Uttarakhand, found Sarala Behn, were the most deprived of all. Yet, they 

were the main strength of the social and economic life of the hills fulfilling the three crucial 

503 Sarala Devi, “Our Revolutionary Century: A Rapid Glance at Material Conditions,” Shobha Vidyarthi 
Private Collection.  

504 Sarala Behen (Behn), “The True Function of Education in the Community,” Bhoodan (January 28, 
1961): 325. 

505 Sarala Devi, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.   
506 Sarala Devi, “The Universality of Humanity: An Experiment in Education,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private 

Collection; Henry R. Cassirer, “A Bold Educational Reformer and a School for Mankind,” The UNESCO Courier 
(June 1962): 23-26. 
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functions, at home that of the mother, in the fields that of the agriculturist, and in the forest that of 

the collectors and carriers of fuel wood and fodder. Sarala Behn was astonished at the courage 

and efficiency with which these women, whose husbands were incarcerated during the freedom 

movement and whose lands were auctioned by the British, supported their children by their own 

labor and faced official oppression with pride since their husbands were in prison for the cause of 

the nation. Observing the condition of the mountain rural women Sarala Behn wrote: 

I saw them working in their fields and their forests in the sun, rain, and frost, weeding, 
harvesting, carrying heavy loads of fuel, fodder, and litter, from early dawn to failing 
dusk, to sustain their family. I saw that with a little plot of land, a widowed woman could 
support and educate her family; a widower was helpless until he brought another woman 
into the home. … With only a little knowledge of the world, a little consciousness of their 
own strength and dignity, of the real import of women’s power, what a force for 
development they could become.  
 

Yet, the women, observed Sarala Behn, “were accorded no social status or respect, nor have any 

influence in society or public matters.”507 The men, she noted, “whom they support through their 

unremitting labor do not hesitate shamelessly to say, “What are they? What can these beasts 

understand?”508 What she found even more disquieting was when in response to her appreciation 

of their work, the women of the hills responded, “What do we know, we are only destined to labor 

like animals.”509 

The lives of the rural women were thus fraught not only with severe physical asperities but 

also with demoralization owing to lack of access to education, lack of access to socialization 

leading to the lack of development of any self-esteem or confidence. This poor show of self-

confidence and respect convinced Sarala Behn of the urgency of the need to address the cause of 

507 Sarala Devi, “A Practical Strategy towards Conservation and Decentralized Responsibility,” Shobha 
Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

508 Sarala Behan (Behn), “Our Moral Responsibility Towards Women,” Bhoodan 6, no. 20, (September 2, 
1961): 153. 

509 Vimla Bahuguna, “You Leave Those Trees Alone!: Contribution of Women to Chipko Movement,” 
Indian Farming (November 1975), Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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the women in the hills. She reckoned, “the development of women’s power is … one of the main 

duties of our village workers, so that it may become a force not merely for agriculture and dairy 

production, but for the true development of a healthy society.”510 Thus she asserted, the 

“extension of the power of the women from service of the family to service and regeneration of 

society is a ‘must’.”511 

It was with this aim in mind that Sarala Behn began concentrating all her energies in 

developing a Basic Educational program at Lakshmi Ashram. Inspired by the pragmatic spirit of 

Gandhi’s educational philosophy on one hand, and determined to supplement the deficiencies of 

government education system on the other, Sarala Behn set before her the task of developing a 

decentralized, basic education program in the hill villages of Uttarakhand. In contrast to the 

Nehruvian model, which undermined the role of basic education and limited women to the 

domestic sphere despite their traditional and current role in Indian life, Sarala Behn devised an 

educational experiment aimed at transforming the lives of rural women into community activists 

and responsible citizen subjects. The program at Lakshmi Ashram fundamentally aimed to shape 

the self-confidence (atmavishwas) of the young girls of rural Uttarakhand, making them self-

reliant (svabalambi), and thus aiding in their upliftment (utthan). This approach was starkly 

different from any government literacy program, higher education initiative or formal schooling 

practice. It aimed to create an alternative space for a decolonized educational practice that not 

only challenged dominant pedagogies in public schools, but also social practices and conventions 

that prevented women from realizing their own agency in transforming their world. It was an 

educational mission that transformed the self “from within” creating empowered education for 

justice, freedom, and democracy.  

510 Sarala Devi, “What is Development?” Himalaya: Man and Nature (June 1977 - May 1978): 11. 
511 Sarala Devi, “A Practical Strategy Towards Conservation and Decentralized Responsibility,” Shobha 

Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
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In her program of rural women’s uplift, we see not a colonial feminist approach or for that 

matter a Western feminist one. Sarala Behn’s ideas were a product of her cumulative thoughts in 

the course of her experiences in England and in India. She included progressive educational and 

cultural ideals of libertarians and humanists such as Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe, Rabindranath Tagore, and Paul Geheeb, not only of Gandhi. Based on her varied 

experiences and ideas, she developed a culturally contextualized model of education for 

sociopolitical transformation that challenged traditional roles of women on one hand and opened 

up new roles for women in society on the other. 

Sarala Behn’s educational program at Lakshmi Ashram questioned the universal 

assumptions of  Nehruvian modern liberal education that undervalued other ways of knowing and 

learning, creating dualism between physical work and knowledge, widening the gap between 

school and society, and creating dominant class/caste/culture/language groups who became 

increasingly alienated from the productive work and its social ethos. In this critique, Sarala 

Behn’s thoughts come close to another modernist critic, Ivan Illich, who raised similar concern 

about the efficacy of the institutional form of modern education system in his De-schooling 

Society (1970). However, given the radical nature of Illich’s denunciation of the modern 

education system, he could neither produce a solid theoretical foundation to sustain his ideas nor 

generate a realistic strategy for putting his ideas into practice. As Sarala Behn commented, that 

except for the question of “De-schooling” which is a radical call to end formal institutions of 

schooling, Illich’s De-schooling Society does not suggest anything for education not already 

covered by the Gandhian model.512  

512 Sarala Devi, “The Growth of a People’s Movement: From Girl’s Education to Conservation, A Non-
Violent Society,” David Hopkins Private Collection.   
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Sarala Behn considered all-round education as an essential ingredient for the growth of a 

healthy and “functional democracy” compared to that of just a formal one. She argued that for a 

“truly liberal education, which will enable students to develop powers of independent objective 

thought and judgment” as “in a functional democracy”… “education must be freed from 

centralized government control and direction…and curricula should be framed by teachers and 

parents considering local needs rather than by government officials from a central place.” 513 

What Sarala Behn was implying here was the need for a “dynamic social education” that can take 

education outside the narrow confines of the urban campus, state control, and state training 

making it directly relevant to village life and society. Unlike a socially-engineered democracy 

where teachers prepare students for the work force, fracturing society along vocational and 

intellectual studies, thus creating dominant and elitist class and caste interests, the constructive 

educational program of Sarala Behn stressed a participatory, non-paternalistic, non-competitive 

learning process leading to a kind of grassroots democracy. Her approach appears akin to a 

Deweyan version of education for democratic citizenship where democracy is not seen in terms of 

political procedures and mechanisms but as a personal way of life in relationship to others.514 

Moreover, such education according to Sarala Behn, must also work towards the spiritual growth 

of the students and inspire them to take interest in and devote their lives for the reform of society. 

Thus on one hand, the educational philosophy of Sarala Behn redefined the role of education in 

the modern developmentalist state and on the other it challenged the dominant discourses on 

gender by building the self-confidence of the women in transforming their selves and society. 

513 Sarala Devi, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
514 Naoko Saito, “Growth and Perfectionism?: Dewey after Emerson and Cavell,” in John Dewey and Our 

Educational Prospect: A Critical Engagement with Dewey’s Democracy and Education, ed. David T. Hansen 
(Albany: State University of New York, 2006), 83. 
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Sarala Behn’s educational experiment at Lakshmi Ashram was thus primarily an endeavor 

to create a decolonizing space for education, freeing it from hegemonic cultural knowledge, 

institutional domination and control. Her educational philosophy aimed to challenge the political 

economy of knowledge production under the statist regime that legitimized some forms of 

knowing while delegitimizing others. Accordingly, in her curriculum, she endorsed local cultures, 

knowledge, values, and worldviews and reclaimed them as an integral part of a holistic and 

inclusive learning process. It was a practical effort to humanize the educational system, a mission 

that took the shape of a postcolonial modernizing project of transformative development of the 

rural hill villages, where village girls transform their own lives and their communities as social 

workers, activists, and progressive thinkers. The awakening of women that evolved through her 

program, led to a new perspective on hill development in post-colonial India. 

 

4.4 An Experiment in Transforming Subjectivities through Alternative Discourses of 

Modernity: Basic Education and the Bhoodan Movement 

At the time of its founding, on December 5, 1946, Sarala Behn’s educational institution 

was the first school for education of girls beyond primary level in the Uttarakhand Himalaya. This 

was in itself a bold step since in custom-steeped hill society girls’ education in those days did not 

receive much attention beyond the primary. The original name for the institution, Mahila Utthan 

Mandal, implied an organization for the uplift of women. Located on a hill and away from the hub 

of village life, the institute was a small cottage donated by a nationalist, Sampoornanand Sanwal, 

for the cause of social service, who had named it after his wife, Lakshmi. Eventually, Kasturba 

Mahila Utthan Mandal came to be known by the name of the cottage, Lakshmi Ashram. Here, 
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Sarala Behn began her experiment in the basic education of girls combining Gandhian principles 

with modern perspectives on the constructive role of women in society. 

 For many reasons Sarala Behn did not agree with the teaching methods employed at the 

Mahila Ashram (women’s service center) of Gandhi’s Sevagram Ashram. She had noticed there 

that neither was the work at the ashram done out of a genuine feeling of devotion to labor nor did 

the students take interest in the classes. In this restrictive and disciplined atmosphere the students 

failed to take joy in their work and hence to understand the vital connection between life and 

education or the significance of the Gandhian way of life from the socioeconomic or political 

perspective.515 In contrast to the Mahila Ashram, Sarala Behn endeavored to make learning a 

joyful and engaged exercise at Lakshmi Ashram. The institute began in the form of a boarding 

school with only six girls as the first batch of students. These girls came from the homes of the 

freedom fighters whom Sarala Behn had helped during the independence movement. Though the 

hill tradition did not allow girls to be sent to boarding schools away from their home, the parents 

of these girls trusted this foreign woman because of her unstinting help during the difficult days 

of the nationalist struggles. At Lakshmi Ashram, Sarala Behn lived and worked with the students 

as their mother, teacher, caretaker, and partner in molding their lives. Though the locals admired 

her, they valued the modern education of India more than the Gandhian and sent their children to 

her ashram only because it “was better than nothing.”516 However, things changed gradually.  

The program at Lakshmi Ashram sought to establish an exploitation free, labor and 

equality-based human social order to transform the individual’s life and psyche as well as the 

social, human, physical, and ideational environment.517 Such transformation was achieved at three 

515 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 52-53. 
516 Bill (William McKay) Aitken, Footloose in the Himalaya (New Delhi: Permanent Black, 2003), 57. 
517 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), “Lakshmi Ashram: prabaha evang prabrittiyon ki mool preranayein,” 

[Lakshmi Ashram: original inspiration behind its course and trends] in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 60-61. 
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levels – a) by transforming the individual personality of humanity, b) by transforming the social 

atmosphere or social relations and c) by intelligently and constructively regarding one’s relation 

with the surrounding animate and inanimate world. This was a philosophy of education focused 

on the language of individual and collective responsibility, respect and tolerance towards each and 

all and rootedness in one’s regional philosophy and culture. The progress of the individual from 

individual consciousness to the larger collective consciousness took place through the integrated 

and harmonious working of head (knowledge), hands (action), and heart (devotion) leading to 

utthan or development.  

To achieve a holistic growth of human personality Sarala Behn insisted that any basic 

practical education “must be production oriented, must be in the mother tongue, and must give a 

good grounding in both the spiritual and cultural values, and the scientific developments of the 

modern world.”518 Gandhian simplicity constituted a major part of educative process. Girls wore 

simple, coarse, dark clothing made from handspun cotton and did not wear make-up or jewelry. 

This was certainly against their own tastes in the beginning, but they were gradually able to 

admire the beauty and simplicity of khadi and understand its role in building a self-sufficient, 

exploitation-free, labor-based, and egalitarian village life and economy. In contrast to the 

Nehruvian model which encouraged English education and in keeping with the Gandhian ideal of 

imparting education in the native tongue and his predilection for Hindi as the medium of 

instruction, Sarala Behn used Hindi as the medium of instruction for her students. Klenk has 

argued that Sarala Behn’s “language policy marginalized the Pahari [native hill dialect]” and her 

“ideological stance against English education rendered her students unprepared to work among 

518 Sarala Behn, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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English-speaking elites or with people living outside of Hindi-speaking north India.”519 While this 

may be true, her educational program offered a solid knowledge not only of Hindi but involved a 

combination of Gandhian and modern Western educational concepts in a way that revolutionized 

women’s lives and ignited their imaginations of social reconstruction. 

In her program for basic education, Sarala Behn did not use the standard textbooks, but 

devised her own syllabi and lesson plans. In working out her plan, she drew largely from 

Gandhi’s views about bread labor, or the “educative value of manual work.” This implied the 

practical application of education in real life by giving literary training through vocational art. Her 

curriculum clearly established the significance of knowledge acquired from direct experience and 

work than mere garnering of information from textbooks. According to her, “there are different 

books which are much more important for the children than the written word – the book of 

Nature, social and family life, productive work…these books open the path to emotional growth 

and knowledge in the whole sense, not merely information.”520 The girls at Lakshmi Ashram did 

not receive lessons to prepare for government board exams, but to relate academic lessons with 

daily work rooted to village life and nature and with training in crafts production. Moreover, 

though a Gandhian basic education school, “there was no separate subject of special course like 

‘Gandhian philosophy’ as may be taught today in the curriculum of Lakshmi Ashram. It was 

taught as part of life,” pointed Divya Behn, a graduate from Lakshmi Ashram.521 Divya Behn 

recalled that discussions on the basics of Sarvodaya philosophy was held informally as part of the 

morning prayers and then during the spinning class. All work in the ashram, from keeping of 

accounts to collecting firewood for cooking and fodder for animals, preparing bed for sowing 

519 Rebecca M. Klenk, Educating Activists: Development and Gender in the Making of Modern Gandhians 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2010), 46.  

520 Sarala Devi to Lain, February 17, 1980, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
521 Divya Behn (Divya Bhatt), interview by author, Almora, May 24, 2011. 
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vegetables, spinning and weaving,etc. were carried out by the girls, cooperatively. There was a 

general rule that everyone had four hours to work in the garden and for the timely preparation of 

food, collection of firewood, fodder etc. 

 

 
 
Figure 10: Girls at Lakshmi Ashram today, busy taking turns in collecing leaf-litter compost.522 
 

Physical work was balanced with intellectual exercise. Like manual work, students also 

got exactly four hours for study each day.523 Sarala Behn’s aim was to “fit children into a life of 

self-sustaining labor with an understanding of their environment.”524 Education was oriented to 

understand village problems in particular. This practical orientation of education made it closely 

related to nature or natural events, facilitating the all-round development of the student’s intellect, 

522 Author. April 2011. 
523 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, March 18, 2011. 
524 Ibid. 
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body and spirit.525 Moreover, learning was not one-dimensional. There was a “mutual exchange 

of learning on the bases of various experiences between teachers and students. Life was a 

combination of work, leisure, and interest.526 Apart from work related to village agricultural 

economy, the science teaching at the ashram included direct contacts with nature that included 

activities like measurements for weather such as temperature, precipitation, wind speed and 

barometric pressure, preparing compost, waste recycling, weekend visits to places of historical or 

cultural significance etc. 527 In her introductory course on geography for instance, Sarala Behn 

stressed the need for acquainting oneself geographically with one’s neighborhood rather than 

learning abstractly about mountains, rivers, lakes, etc. that were several hundred or thousand 

miles away from the community.528 Her experiments with making of organic manure from waste, 

use of coarse grains or lesser-known pulses in daily diet, use of dry herbs and nuts for common 

ailments were lessons in natural solutions to problems in everyday life. The girls were also 

assigned specific team (toli) tasks every year, where the teachers and the students were divided 

into groups, each with a leader or minister (mantri), an assistant, and a faculty member.529 The 

ashram program made learning interesting through practices such as daily reading of the 

newspaper, daily entry in journals, essays for two handwritten magazines Suryoday (Sunrise) and 

Vijay (Triumph),use of a library, participation in regular shivirs or village training camps, 

campfires, and padyatras or walking tours. Team tasks, study tours, camps and the like cultivated 

leadership and organizational skills in the girls orienting them to the outside world, while writing 

in ashram magazines etc. instilled originality in their analytical thinking and composition 

525 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 200. 
526 Sarala Devi, “The Growth of People’s Movements: From Girls’ Education to Conservation, A 

NonViolent Strategy,” David Hopkins Private Collection. 
527 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 200. 
528 Sarala Devi, “Kuch namune ke path: prarambhik kakshya, bhugol ke pratham path,” (Reading of some 

samples: preparatory class, the first lesson in geography) Kasturba Mahila Utthan Mandal Library Private 
Collection. 

529 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, May 22, 2011. 
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processes.530 As a qualifying examination for the Uttar Buniyadi Siksha or higher basic education 

equivalent to high school, the girls at the ashram had a practical, hands-on project of weaving 

woolen blankets, shawls and rugs from yarn that they have spun themselves. All this was in effect 

the practical demonstration of the meaning of the art of self-reliance to the students.  

These socially useful learning activities helped develop the personal interests and skills of 

the students as well as their interpersonal skills in interacting with the villagers and teaching them 

about health, hygiene, and addressing their socioecological and economic problems. In this way, 

they came to be reacquainted with not only the real social and environmental problems in the 

context of their learning experiences, but also their place and role in society. Girls, who never got 

a chance of traveling outside their village, now had the opportunity to travel to different parts of 

the Himalayan country and even beyond. Cultural programs conducted by the ashram girls were 

very popular and involved celebrations of main religious festivals, which the villagers attended 

from far and wide. Girls used to sing inspirational songs on social reform, peace, and equality, 

perform street plays on issues like superstition, caste discrimination, dowry, etc. to raise 

consciousness of people and fight ignorance and orthodoxy.531 Such performances further honed 

the public speaking skills of the girls. It was a challenging experience for the girls since most of 

them came from the socially conservative atmosphere of the hill society.532 No doubt, all these 

experiences bolstered the self-confidence of the young students and also made them socially 

aware and responsible. Students began appreciating what they never considered before, viz. the 

value of health and hygiene, the ethics of non-possession, of simple living, of sympathy and 

sharing, and learnt to overcome age-old discriminatory practices like untouchability, not by rote 

530 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), “Lakshmi Ashram: prabaha evang pravrittiyon ki mool preranaye,” in 
Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 60. 

531 Divya Behn (Divya Bhatt), interview by author, Almora, May 24, 2011. 
532 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 200. 
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learning or following the rigors of rule but through practical and empathic correlation with the 

physical and social environment. The beginning of an education of such radical nature was not 

without hurdles, as caste discrimination and gendered stereotypes were ripe amongst custom-

ridden and villagers, but the ashram children soon learnt the imperative to fight against all kinds 

of discriminatory practices.  

From the above, it appears that Sarala Behn’s program incorporated certain elements of 

Deweyan progressivism, such as her emphasis on education as an experience, and the use of 

education as a means of social reform. Not only was she familiar with the progressive education 

movement, but she also employed the Dalton Plan or laboratory method in teaching Hindi to 

students. 533  The Dalton Plan was an educational concept created by Helen Parkhurst, inspired by 

thinkers like Maria Montessori and John Dewey, and popularized by Dewey’s daughter, Evelyn 

Dewey.534 The idea was that schoolwork has to be done in a way where groups work interactively 

and which help the students develop their interests, skills, and abilities at their own pace. 

Moreover, William Heard Kilpatrick’s progressive experiment like the Project Method was 

evident in the various socially purposeful experiential learning methods that Sarala Behn 

developed for her students.535 Given these various intellectual debts to the progressives, the 

program at Lakshmi Ashram could very well be described as the first experiment in Gandhian 

progressive education and feminist pedagogy that creatively integrated some Western pedagogies 

533 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 200. 
534 Evelyn Dewey, The Dalton Laboratory Plan (Dalton: E.P. Dutton and Company, 1922). 
535 The Project Method is one of the standard teaching methods and a product of American progressive 

education movement, and advocated by John Dewey’s student and colleague Kilpatrick in his 1918 essay, “The 
Project Method.” In this method, the children solve a practical problem independently or in groups by applying 
creatively specific knowledge or skills. The aim is to improve student engagement and motivation so as to promote 
independent thinking, self-confidence, social modes of behavior and responsibility. Michael Knoll, “The Project 
Method: Its Vocational Education Origin and International Development,” Journal of Industrial Teacher Education 
34, no. 3 (Spring 1997): 59-80. 
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like the Project Method and the Dalton Plan in a form adapted to meet the particular situations 

and needs of the women of rural Uttarakhand. 

It is interesting to note that Sarala Behn, who aspired to become a Christian missionary 

during her earlier days in England, incorporated aspects of various religions into her own spiritual 

framework as well as her educational curriculum at Lakshmi Ashram. She aimed to enhance the 

mutual understandings and friendship between different worldviews and reach a betterment of the 

world through creative interpretation and transformation of the traditions.  Thus, she made 

education “a cementing factor towards tolerance and mutual understanding through a sympathetic 

study of the essentials of the different religions.”536 The morning and evening prayers at her 

ashram included hymns and chants from great religious scriptures of the world like Bhagavad 

Gita, Bible, Quran, Jakata tales, and Gurbani, practiced even today. Sympathetic study of the 

eternal values and truths of all religions helped students appreciate the essential emotional values 

like love and respect for all, forgiveness, selfless service for the poor and the deprived etc. 

underlying the life and teachings of prophets like Rama, Krishna, Buddha, Christ, and 

Mohammed. Such readings helped develop cognitive, affective, and self-reflective capacities and 

a critical moral consciousness about unity of all peoples and cultures. Cultural programs at 

Lakshmi Ashram performed by children through campfires, street plays etc. enacting the Bal 

Lila537 of Krishna, the parables of Christ, stories from the life of Buddha etc. contributed to the 

cause of building community solidarity among the villagers who came from different rural 

localities. 

The story of an ashram graduate can perhaps illustrate how such education became the 

driving force in shaping the personalities of the ashram girls as well as in transforming society. 

536 Sarala Behen (Behn), “The True Function of Education in the Community,” 325. 
537 Worldly-divine sport of Lord Krishna in his childhood. 
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One graduate of Sarala Behn’s ashram is Vimla Behn, a slight woman of small stature and a noted 

social activist. She belonged to Malideval village in Tehri Garhwal and was one of the seven 

children of a forest officer. Even at a young age, she came to realize that social conventions 

restricted her from taking part in the freedom movement on equal terms with men. She realized 

the problem as lack of opportunities for education for women, and was pained to see that all roads 

for such education were closed in the repressive atmosphere of the then princely state of Tehri. 

However, her brother Buddhi Sagar who was also involved in the nationalist struggles came with 

a solution. He was in touch with Mira Behn at Pashulok, and incidentally came to learn about 

Sarala Behn’s ashram in Kausani. In July 1949 when she was seventeen, Vimla Behn along with 

three other girls joined Lakshmi Ashram. In the brief account below, she describes how coming 

from a prosperous Brahmin family, she faced difficulties coping with the ashram program, but 

goes on to explain how the selfless devotion of Sarala Behn to her work became the guiding light 

that helped her choose the life she had always wanted to live: 

Life was hard at the ashram. Supply was simple and meager…it was nothing like what we 
had before… All work for the ashram was done manually and by us, the four girls. … In 
the beginning, no one used to like this rigorous routine and we regretted of being there. 
Then we had a chat with Behnji.538 We complained that the purpose of education is that 
one gets educated so that one may get a job and live a life of comfort and happiness, but 
what we are getting here is not education but physical labor! … However, I realized that 
this English woman has renounced all the luxury and comfort of the life that her country 
gave her and has come to rural India choosing a life of austerity and sacrifice. For what?  
... I understood that she was devoted to the cause of making the hill women independent 
thinkers, self-reliant, with a sense of agency in society, and hence, capable of exercising 
their direct participation in the affairs of the state and society and not just in affairs of the 
home and family. This idea resonated strongly with me, as I aspired to have my direct 
participation in social reform. Taking part in the ashram activities, I also came to 
understand the role of physical labor and intellectual development in constructive social 
work. If one wants to change society’s thinking and fight for injustice, one ought to pay as 
much attention to body labor as to intellectual exercise and development. I became 
determined to serve for the cause of social uplift.539 
 

538 Ji is an honorific used as a suffix to denote respect to people in India. 
539 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, March 17, 2011. 
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The teachings at Lakshmi Ashram bolstered the attitudes of self-confidence and natural 

courage in the girls. The sound mental and spiritual foundation not only helped them achieve 

economic self-reliance enabling them to contribute to the village economy but also equipped them 

with a thinking process where they can fight injustice of any kind or magnitude, and that too, 

independently, during their lifetime. Young women trained at Lakshmi Ashram first proved their 

aptitude by playing proactive roles in social reconstruction work such as in Vinoba Bhave’s 

Bhoodan Movement.  

As stated in the previous chapter, Bhave initiated the Bhoodan movement in 1951 as a 

nonviolent response to the communist challenge on the land reform issue. The Bhoodan was a 

movement of voluntary land distribution by the rich landowners to the landless poor to end the 

exploitative Zamindari (landownership) system as the chief means toward the formation of a 

Sarvodaya Society. The ideals of the movement were partly drawn from Gandhian trusteeship 

under which the feudal landlords were persuaded nonviolently to consider their land as a trust 

property and themselves as the trustees of the peasants.540 Though the offerings or voluntary 

donations were in the form of land in the beginning, the movement later encouraged voluntary 

renunciation of all possessions in the form of wealth, one’s own personal labor, knowledge or 

skill etc as offerings to build a more egalitarian society. The idea, grounded in Gandhian 

trusteeship, was to remove the tendencies of hoarding, ownership, and egotism amongst people. 

Bhave believed that this approach would induce the wealthy landlords to contribute as much as 

they can, keeping only what they require to meet their own needs.541 To invoke cooperation and 

540 M.Venkat  Rao Naidu, “Gandhian ‘Practical-Idealism’: Nonviolence,” Peace Research 38, no 2. (2006): 
40. 

541 In reality however, Bhave could not implement the Gandhian concept of trusteeship in its true spirit. In 
his deliberate use of words like dana or gift, Bhave failed to see the philosophical and practical implications of seva 
or selfless service immanent in the Gandhian ideas of trusteeship. In the latter, the landlord merely serves the society 
by parting with his surplus land as a social and moral duty rather than making charities or gifts. However, propelled 
by lofty ideals of charities or donations, the movement could not successfully challenge ownership rights of land in 
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the spirit of interdependence, the poor landless people were also asked to participate by donating 

whatever they can as a token of their acceptance of the land from the rich. 

As the Bhoodan movement began spreading in mainland India, Sarala Behn became keen 

to bring the humanitarian message of Bhoodan for a just and equitable distribution of land and 

property to the hills of Kumaun. However, she realized that “without the participation of women 

the right environment cannot be created in the villages for such a development to occur.” 542In the 

village outreach programs of Lakshmi Ashram, girls began organizing folk plays and songs to 

publicize the idea of the Bhoodan amongst the villagers.543 A few years after the Bhoodan began, 

another pioneering leader, Jay Prakash Narayan (JP), a Marxist turned Gandhian activist joined 

Bhave’s movement. Under Bhave and Narayan Bhoodan evolved into a broader movement, what 

came to be known as Gramdan or village gift in which land donated was consolidated under the 

aegis of the village communities and managed cooperatively for the welfare of the entire village. 

This was a radical shift from the principle of the Bhoodan, which only targeted individual 

ownership of land.544 To encourage wider participation, Bhave sent a call to Gandhian ashrams 

around the nation for volunteers to join him in the movement. Vimla Behn was among the first 

students at Lakshmi Ashram who volunteered for the Bhoodan-Gramdan movement in Bihar. It 

was a challenging task as the exploitation of the landless was severe in the remote areas of Gaya 

in Bihar where she went, and the response from the rich landlords were not friendly either. 

Sometimes the Bhoodan workers had to go without food and shelter for days, where the people 

refused to help. Yet, even in the direst situations, Vimla Behn carried out her duty as a social 

favor for an egalitarian society. Because the rich zamindar could now merely donate a part of his wealth and still 
retain his property thus absolving himself of any moral obligation towards equitable distribution of land and its 
produce. 

542 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 269. 
543 Ibid., 225. 
544 Hardiman, Gandhi in His Time and Ours, 205. 
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worker by working with the villagers and sharing their joy and sorrow, rather than just being 

concerned about fulfilling the immediate objectives of the campaign. In Bihar, she worked 

dedicatedly for one year alongside other prominent Gandhians and learnt firsthand the 

significance of Sarvodaya principles in solving the problems not merely of the peasants but of 

humanity and the world.545  

Apart from voluntary donations of land and wealth, the Bhoodan movement also relied on 

Shanti Sena, or the “peace troops” represented by constructive workers who chose to dedicate 

their lives to the establishment of Sarvodaya and of maintenance of peace through nonviolence.546 

The peace troops worked to intervene in conflict situations as in communal disturbances, 

provided relief and rehabilitation to war-torn refugees, and accomplished remarkable success in 

persuading bandits to surrender to authorities. Sarala Behn was particularly drawn to the potential 

of women in such peacemaking activities, despite the danger that it evoked.547 Some of the 

women trained at the ashram like Radha Behn, Kanti Behn, Asha Behn went to cities like Indore 

and in riot-torn states like Assam, where they worked as Shanti Senas to negotiate and settle strife 

and feuds in a peaceful manner.548 

Thus, participating in these movements exposed the students of Lakshmi Ashram to life 

outside the mountain society and involved them directly in the growing Sarvodaya Movement. 

Long footmarches organized by Sarala Behn to spread the word of the Bhoodan and Gram Swaraj 

and also expanded the social networking of the ashram and popularized its educational program. 

Students’ direct participation inculcated new courage and self-confidence in addressing the 

problems of the villages. Moreover, their participation made creative contributions to the 

545 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, March 18, 2011. 
546 Romesh Shah, “Bhave’s Sarvodaya Society,” American Behavioral Scientist 4, no. 6 (September 1, 

1960): 6-7. 
547 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 281-282. 
548 Ibid., Kanti Behn (Kanti Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, April 21, 2011. 
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movement by establishing leadership qualities of women in campaigns for economic rights and 

social justice. It is important to note that despite her support in the Bhoodan, Sarala Behn’s 

program of social reconstruction was different from the mainstream Sarvodaya movement. While 

Bhave’s Bhoodan approach was able to galvanize social workers in a rather impressive way, it 

was not particularly focused on women’s issues or shaping of women leaders for sociopolitical 

uplift.549 The movement also gave little importance to the role of basic education in achieving 

self-sufficiency and freedom from exploitation, especially in the local economic, socio-cultural 

context of the mountains. Sarala Behn once noted that young college students and social workers 

who came from the plains of Uttar Pradesh to participate in Sarvodaya youth camps organized by 

Lakshmi Ashram found it difficult to understand the practical, psychological, and economic 

aspects of basic education in the context of everyday life or self-sufficiency and social justice in 

the hills.550 Her focus on constructive work in the field of education in the context of the 

mountains and its women for social transformation was different from Bhave’s idea of “working 

over a large area ‘organizing people’ and trying to ‘raise their consciousness.’”551 However, by 

addressing local economic self-sufficiency and social uplift of the women in the mountains, 

Sarala Behn, as Klenk has cogently argued, “creatively took not only Gandhi’s ideas, but also 

Sarvodaya itself in new directions.”552 As we will see, the foremost expression of such creative 

directions of social change emerged from the band of dedicated young women social workers 

who gathered around Sarala Behn and who strove to bring unprecedented awakening to the hill 

people. 

549 Klenk, Educating Activists, 49. 
550 Sarala Devi, “Sarvodaya Youth Camp,” Vigil 3, no. 20 (July 5, 1952): 13. This was the first Youth shivir 

or camp organized in May-June of 1952 by Lakshmi Ashram to present the Gandhian conception of self-sufficiency 
in a practical way to formally educated girls and women of Northern India. 

551 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 217. 
552 Klenk, Educating Activists, 49. 
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Since most of these girls at Lakshmi Ashram were now nearing marriageable age, there 

was a lot of pressure from their families to return to their own villages for marriage arranged by 

their parents. However, by this time, owing to training at the ashram and experience in public 

social work, the girls were able to question and critically rethink conventional social roles and 

customs that required them to be married at a young age to be wives and mothers. The ashram 

teachings categorically went against oppressive practices like dowry and kanya vikray or selling 

of brides, expensive marriage ceremonies, and the tradition of arranged marriage. Many ashram 

girls thus challenged the traditional domestic roles of women and normative constructions of 

gender, sexuality, and marriage. They were reluctant to return to the repressive environment of 

their village society, and submit to family expectations of marriage. Radha Behn, a graduate from 

Lakshmi Ashram and a prominent public figure in Uttarakhand as well as in national Gandhian 

circles stated that, Sarala Behn wanted her graduate students, to either live in the villages while 

working for the betterment of village life or undertake Sarvodaya and samaj seva (selfless social 

service), towards social transformation in the hills. Sarala Behn did not like it when in an 

important decision concerning marriage of the girl the dialog was limited to the guardians of the 

would-be couple. Thus, her condition was that if ashram girls were to marry, they ought to 

exercise their own independent choice in the decision and not be dominated by their families. 

Radha Behn stressed “Sarala Behn never encouraged girls not to marry, but that marriage must 

not obstruct samaj seva, it must promote it.”553 Shashi Behn, another eminent graduate of 

Lakshmi Ashram clarified the point.  

Sarala Behn wanted women to work constructively for society and not only be bound to 
domestic chores all their lives. Moreover, she did not approve of early marriage of girls as 
was the convention in our society in those days. For this reason, she devised the higher 
basic education till the eleventh grade in her ashram. In this way, girls could not be sent to 
the villages while they were pursuing their educational career to their homes to get 

553 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, May 23, 2011. 
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married outside of their choice. … The idea was that girls must get education first, work 
for village uplift, and then, if she so wishes, she can get married to someone who shares 
her philosophy and work together in the villages. So basically, she broke the tradition of 
getting girls married early to unknown people selected by their parents. 
 

One way ashram girls could practice their consent in marriage, challenge the established 

conventions, as well as carry out their aspirations for samaj seva, was to choose partners who 

were also committed to social service and to the philosophy of Gandhi. With this objective in 

mind, Sarala Behn reached out to the Sarvodaya network in the hills for potential grooms for her 

students. The marriage ceremony used to be simple where instead of pompous religious rites and 

elaborate feasts, the bride and groom had to perform a pancha yajna or five sacrifices that had 

immediate relevance to village self-reliance. These were planting fruit and fodder trees, caring for 

animals, spinning yarn, agricultural or gardening work, and some sanitation work. Sarala Behn 

further insisted that Sanskrit verses recanted in the marriage must be translated into Hindi so that 

the bride and groom actually understand what the priest says when they take vows as man and 

wife. 554 Many ashram graduates protested against traditional practices in wedding ceremonies. 

One Daya Behn, delighted in telling me her experience:  

In those days there used to be special sedan chairs (doli) for the bride, but I said I am not 
going to be carried by men or ride on their shoulders in a doli. I would walk. So I walked 
to the wedding venue and after the marriage was over, we [along with her husband Sadan 
Mishra] went back to work.555  
 

Marriages arranged by Sarala Behn being grounded on Gandhian values, avoided conventional 

practices like dowry, jewellery, or elaborate celebrations, while her modernistic notions of gender 

equality came to offer the bride and the groom a chance to know and understand each other 

formally before marriage and even protest gender-biased practices. These were bold but 

constructive steps towards social reform in rural Uttarakhand of the 50s.  

554 Shashi Behn (Shashi Prabha Rawat), interview by author, Kotdwar, May 1, 2011. 
555 Daya Behn (Daya Mishra), interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
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In 1956, Sarala Behn launched a post-basic education program at Lakshmi Ashram. The 

focus of this stage was social service and practical organization and management, and the 

progressive taking over of organizational work of the ashram by the students.556 Ashram students 

now began to realize their roles as activist leaders-in-training and went about to make a difference 

in their society. This phase also included a three-month study tour for the girls for gaining further 

experience of hill socio-economic conditions. In 1959, on completion of the post-basic education 

course, four girls assumed responsibility of various duties in the Ashram like working for the 

school, office, dispensary, agriculture, etc while three took up work in villages for social uplift.557  

The idea was that students who would take up social uplift work would be self-sufficient 

in clothing and other basic needs, but live janadharit, i.e. as guests of the villagers and share their 

work, in the course of which they would meet the village women and children and address issues 

like hygiene, sanitation, poverty, and education. Three students from the ashram chose to settle in 

a compact area centering the Ramganga river valley for social work. They started a homeopathic 

dispensary for serving the sick, improved village sanitation and roads, and ran a nursery and one-

hour schools for older children who worked in the fields and forests.558 One such village service 

center of Lakshmi Ashram was at Bongar in Pithoragarh, where Radha Behn and Daya Behn 

worked for field experience and training in village uplift work. Daya Behn recounted the 

experience: 

After our education was complete, we went to Bongar where we worked for five years. 
We lived there as janadharit i.e. dependent on the village people for food and shelter with 
only five rupees monthly allowance for meeting our personal needs. I carried medicine 
with me for the village people and worked with the women in the fields and forests. 
Instead of having a separate institution for education, I taught them [about health and 
sanitation, diet and bringing up of children] amidst the fields, organizing meetings 
whenever necessary. I also taught the girls in the morning about Sarvodaya and Gandhi’s 

556 Sarala Devi, “The Evolution of Lakshmi Ashram,” Bhoodan (January 14, 1961): 311. 
557 Ibid., 311; Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 231. 
558 Sarala Devi, “The Evolution of Lakshmi Ashram,” 307. 
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philosophy. At evening, I gathered all the village children for community prayers, taught 
them good moral values through games and stories, at other times worked to set up a 
village library. In this way based on our direct experiences, our training in doing seva 
(selfless service) for the villages developed.559 
 

Sadan Mishra, a prominent Sarvodaya activist who also worked at Bongar at a later time, stressed 

the unique dimensions of such social work: 

The Bongar example was a classic case of people dependent social work … here the 
constructive worker worked amidst people as part of them forgetting any and all 
distinction[s] or special identity[s] she may have. It was thus a social experiment to build 
relationships, unity, and oneness with the village people.560  

 

Such innovative social work had a profound impact on people’s health and hygiene, village 

sanitation, and children’s education.561 When a Government Block Development officer of the 

then running Community Development Project expressed his wonder at how the ashram girls 

could achieve what his Village Level Workers could not achieve after having worked for years, 

Sarala Behn pointed out the reason as a “new outlook on life” instilled by basic education.562 On 

this count she explained further,  

Dedication to one’s work, a natural affinity with the poorest of the poor, came naturally to 
our girls. For them it was not a question of making the least possible effort for the uplift of 
the people, enduring what for them was simply boring employment; rather it was a 
mission undertaken to ensure that the poverty-stricken section of society too are 
empowered to achieve what is rightfully theirs. Only some two percent of rural women 
were literate, therefore having achieved an education ourselves we had as it were a debt to 
serve the poor, this was the way we looked at it.563 
 

All this brought fundamental changes in the lives, roles, and subjectivities of women, 

which were achieved without undermining or eschewing tradition per se. Many women trained at 

the ashram thus began working as social reformers (samaj sevikas) for the uplift of the village 

559 Daya Behn (Daya Mishra), interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
560 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 19, 2011. 
561 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 232. 
562 Ibid. 
563 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 232-33. 
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society as well as gained respect and leadership in their own families and communities without 

being forced into ideologically incompatible marriages or the confines of the traditional family. 

Young and promising graduates from the ashram thus began their own independent sub-centers 

for samaj seva. Khaishti Negi known as Shashi Behn, a graduate who was married to Man Singh 

Rawat, a Sarvodaya social worker of Garhwal, established their own village center at Haldukhata 

in 1954, an aboriginal village in the Terai-Bhabar region near Kotdwar. While her husband spent 

much of his time traveling to spread the word of Bhoodan and Sarvodaya, Shashi Behn lived 

amongst the Boksa tribal community, running a nursery school and working for their general 

socioeconomic uplift.564 Similarly, Vimla Behn who was married in 1956 to Sunderlal Bahuguna, 

a leading Sarvodaya worker who had worked with Mira Behn, started a basic education school for 

village children at Silyara, a remote and impoverished mountain village, naming it Parvatiya Nava 

Jivan Ashram, the Center for New Life in the Hills. Before their marriage, Bahuguna was the 

president of the Congress political party in Tehri. Vimla Behn was keen to keep up with her social 

work in the villages and did not wish to marry a politician who would live and work in cities. She 

set before Bahuguna two conditions for their future marriage: Bahuguna has to leave his career in 

politics and after marriage they will live in the remote villages and work towards social uplift. 

Bahuguna agreed to these conditions and left his prospective career in politics. The two married 

on June 19, 1956. For running the center, the couple did not accept government aid or financial 

assistance from any outside sources. The Silyara ashram was simply run by grain contributions 

from local villagers and labor of their own hands. The prayogshala or social workshop of Vimla 

Behn included health education, nutrition, improved methods of farming, removal of 

untouchability (caste discrimination) and superstition, care for nature, and in particular, the 

practical education of village girls. Bahuguna continued his public social work, working as a 

564 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 228-229. 
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laborer, and organizing labor cooperatives for generating local employment and meeting self-

sufficiency.565 

 

Figure 11: Kanva-Ashram, Girls’ Education Center for Boksa tribal communities at Haldukhata. 
About a hundred children attend this school today.566 

 

Thus we see that Sarala Behn revolutionized education and in particular, women’s 

education in the hills of rural Uttarakhand. The principles of basic education that she employed 

were geared to self-reliance or svabalamban, to strengthen the weakest links in the nation’s chain, 

the lives of the women, by addressing their drudgery, poor health and nutrition, poverty, and 

inequality. Such was the impact of Sarala Behn’s transformative education that caste 

discrimination became a thing of the past as the children at the ashram became unaware that they 

belonged to any caste but Indian.567 The students at Lakshmi Ashram, most of who came from 

565 Sarala Devi, “The Evolution of Lakshmi Ashram,” 311. 
566 Author, May 3, 2011. 
567 William McKay (Bill) Aitken, “Sarala Behn: A Study in Self-Respect,” in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 

204. 
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Hindu, Bhotiya,568 or Dalit (lower caste) group, were able to step outside the artificial bonds of 

caste, class, and creed as a result of such education. As Sadan Mishra emphasized, “The basic 

education program of Sarala Behn taught the girls to overcome caste discrimination from a very 

young age. This was a complete revolution in values initiated by her. Few realize that women’s 

empowerment in Uttarakhand would not have been possible without the removal of the vice of 

untouchability in the first place.”569 

The chief aim of Sarala Behn’s grassroots educational program was to build self-

confidence or atmavishwas, i.e. to restore in women the ability to speak their minds and that of a 

conscious inner spirit, to instill in them the power of independent thinking and ability to take bold 

initiatives and constructive work of social reform. Through her decentralized basic education 

program, Sarala Behn created a model of womanhood that enabled the girl students to develop 

their capacity of independent thinking and judgment as well as a sense of responsibility for the 

community as a whole. Transformation of village women into social reformers generated the 

vision of an alternate modernity that broke the bounds of patriarchal conceptions of womanhood, 

domesticity, and stereotypical roles of women in society. It encouraged women whether married 

or not to assume socially responsible roles of decision-makers, reformers, and activists outside 

their traditional domestic spheres and responsibilities. With the education and training they 

received, several Ashram graduates were able to step out of the limited traditional roles of their 

gender, caste, and class and became frontline leaders in social movements and village reform. 

 

 

568 Nomadic hill tribe of Tibetan origin. 
569 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
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4.5 The Movement against Alcoholism in Rural Uttarakhand and the Rise of Local Women’s 

Power 

Having played a key role in popularizing Bhoodan and Gramdan movement in 

Uttarakhand and in organizing rural women for social work, Sarala Behn felt a pressing need for 

creating a stronger organizational base to consolidate social movements and promote constructive 

work in the hills. Under her coordination, the Gandhians organized themselves into the 

Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal in 1961 for the welfare of mountain villages through organization 

of women around several key issues viz. alcohol prohibition, promotion of forest rights of people, 

and forest-based village industries. This section reveals the story of rural women’s participation in 

stopping the abuse and sale of alcohol in the hills. While some Gandhian activists had 

individually taken up the task of prohibition, the Sarvodaya activists, students and followers of 

Sarala Behn organized a powerful people’s movement in the mid-60s raising awareness 

particularly amongst the rural women to voice their concern against the spread of alcoholism in 

the hills.  

One of the most pressing social problems of the hills in the postcolonial period was the 

widespread and rising alcohol consumption. Drinking alcohol, however, was not necessarily a 

problem in the hills historically or culturally. Its use was restricted to the Terai and amongst the 

Bhotiya tribes of the upper reaches of the northern mountains, for whom drinking was almost a 

dietary habit. While the Bhotiyas brewed their own light wines from cereals for self-consumption 

and did not indulge in any commercial practices, things changed under the aegis of the British 

colonial rule. Consumption of commercially distilled strong liquors increased with the 

establishment of army cantonments and hill stations and sponsored commercialization by the 
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British.570 Although consumption during this time remained limited to select towns, hill stations, 

and cantonments, the policy of earning revenue from excise duties on liquor continued which 

became a state-sponsored commercial venture after independence. Spread of factory-made liquor 

became a menace in the hills after independence.  

Movements against the spread of alcoholism were not uncommon in British India. Gandhi 

cogently argued that alcoholics were unfit for responsible citizenship in free India. He encouraged 

peaceful picketing of liquor shops, especially by women, and advocated prohibition not merely 

because of the social and health reasons but also because of revenue generation by the imperialist 

state at the cost of the poor.571 In the erstwhile princely state of Tehri there was a strong Praja 

Mandal (People’s Forum) movement founded in 1939 as a part of the national movement. In the 

40s, the Praja Mandal activists armed with “reformist” and “nationalist” fervor under the 

leadership of the Gandhian, Sridev Suman, made the liquor shops promoted by the then king, as 

targets of their protest and burned them down.572 The Praja Mandal movement waned after 

independence, especially after Tehri became free and integrated with the state of Uttar Pradesh.  

In free India, the Congress party, which had once advocated prohibition for the nationalist 

cause, began deliberately promoting liquor shops in the hills and elsewhere for revenue 

generation. With the capitalist and commercial ventures of the developmentalist state under the 

five-year plans, viz. construction of road network and the large-scale projects on mining and 

power, growth of liquor shops and sale of liquor went apace.573 In the industrially and 

economically backward hill regions, liquor shops became the most productive economic 

570 Shekhar Pathak, “Intoxication as a Social Evil: Anti-Alcohol Movement in Uttarakhand,” Economic and 
Political Weekly 20, no. 32 (August 10, 1985): 1360. 

571 In the Gandhi-Irwin pact of 1932 and following Gandhi’s initiative in the same, the imperial government 
legalized peaceful picketing of liquor shops in India. 

572 B.N. Juyal and S. Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: 
A Study in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy,” (draft, Gandhian Institute of Studies, Varanasi, 
1971) Yogesh Bahuguna Private Collection.   

573 Pathak, “Intoxication as a Social Evil: Anti-Alcohol Movement in Uttarakhand,” 1362. 
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enterprise as the revenue earned helped finance these developmental projects of the state. In fact, 

government licenses were granted under the “contract system” to promote liquor shops and excise 

duties to promote their sale. During the Indo-China war, there was a renewed spurt in their growth 

in the border districts, with five shops mushrooming in every district, each year.574 

 Soon the unchecked sale and consumption of alcohol became a formidable social, 

economic and health problem in the hills. In terms of domestic politics, alcoholism among men 

posed a major problem for the hill women. In addition to the effect the consumption of illicit 

liquor had on men’s health, the women became victims of domestic violence. Moreover, as men 

spent nearly all of their family income (most of the household income came from the cultivation 

work in the fields done by women) on buying alcohol it entailed untold hardship for the women 

and their children. 575 Addiction also led to hazards of drunken driving, increasing road accidents, 

and village violence. Additionally, drunkenness was also depicted as a national security issue in 

the border provinces, because a population enslaved to alcohol addiction is impotent and poses a 

threat to the nation.576  

Observing the social, economic, moral, and security questions related to the problem of 

drink in the hills, Sarala Behn called attention to the need for its prohibition in a meeting of the 

Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Brotherhood in the winter of 1962.577 A Bhoodan activist, Sohanlal 

Bhubhikshuk became restive and immediately launched a prohibition movement in Kotdwar and 

Pauri. His efforts did not invoke public participation and also failed to draw government attention 

when he launched a fast unto death at the Legislative Assembly in Lucknow. Sarala Behn 

574 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy,” (draft, Gandhian Institute of Studies, Varanasi, 1971) 
Yogesh Bahuguna Private Collection. 

575 Radha Kumar, History of Doing: An Illustrated Account of Movements for Women’s Rights and 
Feminism in India, 1800-1990 (New Delhi: Kali For Women, 1993), 186-187. 

576 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 243.  
577 Ibid. 
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commented that Bhubhikshuk’s movement was ill-timed and imprudent since that very year the 

government had decided to close down four liquor shops along Hindu pilgrim routes.578 

Moreover, it did not have an adequate organizational set up and hence lacked popular support. 

She pointed out that instead of narrowly targeting shops, movements need to take a more 

balanced approach. During her days with Gandhi, Sarala Behn was involved in the prohibition 

movement associated with the nationalistic struggles and she continued to stress the need to fight 

against the incubus of drink in her constructive work in Uttarakhand. She argued that drinking in 

and of itself was not so much of a problem in India than the lack of appreciation for the cultural 

ethos of self-control and temperance, leading to extremes of behavior and no consideration for the 

“middle way” (temperance).579 Under her inspiration, between 1964 and 1971, Sarvodaya 

workers and Lakshmi Ashram teachers and graduates began addressing the problem of alcoholism 

in the hills in a remarkably creative, comprehensive, and region-wide scale.  

Two Sarvodaya workers and followers of Sarala Behn, Sunderlal Bahuguna and Vimla 

Behn, the couple who settled at Parvatiya Navjivan Ashram at Silyara in 1956, were the first to 

organize struggle against alcoholism in the hills. During these early days at Silyara, Sunderlal 

Bahuguna and Vimla Behn were disconcerted to find that local men were drunk almost all hours 

of the day and often engaged in brawls causing injury to each other. To address this problem, they 

began educating the local women and youths about the hazards of such habit. Bahuguna, who 

through an indefinite fast appealed to the men to give up consumption of liquor, soon realized the 

necessity of involving the women in this work. A group of women requested him to give up his 

fast declaring that they will not let their menfolk drink and was ready to launch a household work 

578 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 241-242. 
579 Ibid., 240-241. 
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strike for the cause. 580 The women recognized the urgency of fighting this menace because the 

drinking habits of their men distressed them. Organized by Vimla Behn and Bahuguna, the 

women of Silyara played a key role in opposing not merely the menace of drink at home, but its 

production, sale and consumption in their communities. The protesting slogans of women and the 

children reverberated within their homes and without: Sharab pina chor do, nala-sirposh phor do! 

(Give up drinking alcohol, break those wine-kits one and all!) 581  

While public opinion was successfully organized at Silyara during these early years, a 

tradesman brought the news that a new liquor shop was scheduled to be opened at Ghansali in 

April 1964, a town only two and a half miles downhill from their ashram at Silyara. On Bhave’s 

advice, Bahuguna launched a peaceful picketing to collectively protest the decision.582 Bahuguna 

spent a month at Ghansali preparing and organizing the local population through Madya-Nishedh 

Samiti or Alcohol-Prohibition Committee and lok shikshan or people’s education programs on 

combating the menace of liquor both individually and collectively. Folk media like Ramlilas (the 

play of the Hindu epic Ramayana) and religious fairs were organized as a platform to evoke and 

ensure wider public interest in the campaign against the liquor contract and in propagating the 

ideals of the movement.583 Hundreds of women came to see the Ramlila, but they also made 

impassioned speeches on the public platform during interludes to share their family tales of 

pernicious drinking habits of their men folk. Some heavy drinkers who were present were moved 

580 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy,” (draft, Gandhian Institute of Studies, Varanasi, 1971) 
Yogesh Bahuguna Private Collection. 

581 Yogesh Bahuguna, Uttarakhand me sharab bandi jan andolan ki kahani [The story of people’s 
movement against alcoholism in Uttarakhand] (Gopeshwar: Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal, 1968), 21. 

582 Dhoom Singh Negi, “Uttarakhand ke sharab-bandhi jan-andolan,” [Uttarakhand people’s movement 
against alcoholism] in Uttar ke shikharon mein chetana ke ankur [Seeds of awakening in the mountains of the north] 
ed. Yogesh Chandra Bahuguna (New Delhi: Himalaya Seva Sangh, 1975), 79. 

583 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 243.  
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by their stories and vowed to give up alcohol. 584 The women thus played a major role in raising 

people’s consciousness through their personal appeals. Vimla Behn, who organized the women, 

noted how the village women spontaneously responded to mutthi-dan campaign or appeals for 

handful of rice or wheat, in which the women went from door to door asking for grain 

contributions from every family. Individual family contributions such as this helped sustain the 

movement and its workers as well as consolidated the support of the people for the cause. 585 

Interactions of this kind brought more people from the villages into dialog and generated 

consciousness about the real stakes in the movement. Sarala Behn came to support the movement 

at Ghansali and her inspiration drew large crowds of women in the movement. As nonviolent 

protests grew in number and in size, and message spread through the press, prabhat pheris or 

morning walking tours, meetings, folk plays etc. the liquor contractor ultimately had to abandon 

his plans. 

The social awareness created at the Ghansali agitation against alcoholism soon caught on 

in other parts of the hills. Under Sarala Behn’s direction, new campaigns began emerging against 

existing shops. It spread in both Garhwal and Kumaon, growing successively from year to year, 

viz. Chandrapuri of Chamoli in 1965, Thal of Pithoragarh in 1965, Badshahi-Thaul of Tehri in 

1966, Garur of Almora in 1966, Lambgaon of Tehri in 1967, Kotdwar and Landsdowne in 1969, 

Tehri town in 1970 and several others.586 Led by Gandhian Sarvodaya workers and students of 

Sarala Behn, the campaigns fought against the widespread distillation, sale, and consumption of 

liquor. In all of these locations, local women increasingly became pro-active participants in 

584 Ibid., 243. 
585 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, March 18, 2011; Sarala Behn, A Life in 

Two Worlds, 243. 
586 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 

in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy,” (draft, Gandhian Institute of Studies, Varanasi, 1971) 
Yogesh Bahuguna Private Collection. 
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picketing as well as leading the movements. At Badshahi-Thaul for instance, freedom activist 

Sridev Suman’s ailing, septuagenarian mother, Tara Devi, led the women as well as the men and 

was a prime source of inspiration.587 Daya Behn, a graduate of Lakshmi Ashram, played a leading 

role in raising consciousness amongst women of Thal, where she stayed for two months. The 

women under her leadership picketed the shops and their nonviolent persuasions refrained many 

men from buying alcohol. After two months of peaceful picketing, the shop was closed on March 

31, 1967. Daya Behn’s audacious undertakings at the Thal campaign inspire wonder. She recalled 

an especially risky incident in this venture:  

Women in the movement never stayed at the protest site in the night and since they were 
from the local village they could go back to their homes. I was from another village and so 
I stayed with two other Sarvodaya workers, Bishen Singh and Badrinath Pathak. The 
shopowners who lost their customers because of us were angry and wanted to take 
revenge. During during the nightfall they were on prowl with knives to kill us. We did not 
flee the place but instead hid under an abandoned truck in a crematorium. In this way, we 
saved ourselves. I could pull up so much courage because of the inspiration I got of Sarala 
Behn.588  
 

Another show of women’s collective power was at Garur, a liquor shop that also practiced 

illegal trade (See Figure 12: Symbol of Transformation on the Way). Even the local women had 

fallen to its vice.589 Daya Behn along with other Sarvodaya activists awakened and organized the 

women. When the District Magistrate (DM) threatened to arrest all women (some six thousand of 

them), the rural women’s brazen reply was, “Please do not bring just a few handcuffs to arrest us. 

We have assembled here in thousands, so bring trucks loaded with handcuffs and we will be 

ready!”590  The DM telegramed the state Chief Minister about the formidable campaign led by 

Sarala Behn’s workers at Garur urging immediate action. There was no option but to close the 

587 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 244. 
588 Daya Behn (Daya Mishra), interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
589 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 245. 
590Dhoom Singh Negi, “Uttarakhand ka sharab-bandhi jan-andolan,” [Uttarakhand people’s movement 

against alcoholism], 80; Daya Behn (Daya Mishra), interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
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shop. Still at another site in Bumrari, when a truck loaded with liquor stocks arrived, the local 

women under the leadership of Radha Behn surrounded the truck for three days forcing it to 

return.591 Urban women also did not lag behind. In the agitation staged at Kotdwar, members of 

the local mahila samiti (women’s council) took active part in picketing and women of urban 

households came out to participate. Sarvodaya workers Mansingh Rawat and Lakshmi Ashram 

graduate Shashi Behn played a major role in the organization of women and men at Kotdwar.  

Word of the movement in general was spread through the medium of folk songs, religious 

and cultural fairs, street plays, peaceful picketing of liquor shops, sit-in protests, meetings, and 

organizing processions by mahila mandals (women’s self-help groups), which spread like 

wildfire. Folk poets and gifted singers viz. Ghanshyam Sailani and Vishweshwar Prasad Joshi 

played a key role in inspiring and educating the people through the magic of their compositions. 

All of this had a lasting impact on the minds of the people.  

In village after village, women got together in large congregations; they talked, went on 

strikes, organized processions, and refused to allow their husbands to squander money on liquor. 

The women simultaneously realized that the menace of drunkenness as a social evil cannot be 

eradicated overnight by activities such as governmental legislation or passing bills or simply by 

closing down licensed liquor shops, as Sarala Behn advised. The mahila mandals in each village 

thus began keeping active vigil even in the night to stop illicit brewing and selling of liquor.  

 

591 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 246. 

208 

                                                 



 
 

 
 
Figure 12: Symbol of Transformation on the Way: This is the Katyur Gram Swaraj Mandal at 
Garur, a Khadi wool spinning and weaving center established in the same building which was the 
site of an infamous alcohol joint of the 60s. Following the successful picketing of the shop by the 
women of Garur, liquor was replaced with local village industry products, for local self-
reliance.592  

 

In many of these campaigns against alcoholism described above, Sarala Behn played a 

proactive role going from village to village with her rucksack, to collect women for Satyagraha 

and has been a profound inspiration for them.593 Moreover, as the key inspiration behind these 

movements she helped articulate the links of liquor trade with the state, revealing the faulty nature 

of development and its impact on people’s livelihood. This had a major influence in initiating 

dialog with the state and in the decision on the closure of liquor shops. Of particular significance 

is the delegation she led on March 26, 1966 to present memorandum demanding the closure of 

592Author, April 19, 2011. 
593 Madhu Kishwar, “Woman with Rocklike Determination: Interview with Vimla Bahuguna,” Manushi 70, 

(May-June, 1992), 17. 
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liquor shops to the then state Chief Minister Sucheta Kripalani.594 The rural women in the 

delegation carried samples of their daily diet595 and presented it to Kripalani stating, “We eke out 

our living precariously on these things. We had thought that the Government would help to 

improve our lots but to our utter disappointment we are being served with bottles of liquor 

instead. We want food and not liquor!”596 Such appeals brought key socioeconomic issues of the 

impoverished hill communities to the forefront of administration.597  It helped situate the issue of 

alcoholism in the broader context of misdirected statist policies, highlighting thus the hardships 

precipitated by government sanctioned liquor trade. Following the memorandum, some 

significant correspondence took place between Sarala Behn and the Chief Minister, on the 

question of closure of liquor shops.598 These clearly evinced the reluctance of the government to 

impose an immediate moratorium on the sale of liquor and the failure to see the movement as part 

of an integrated constructive work for the development of the hills. Sarala Behn discussed these 

issues in the Chief Minister’s letter at the Sarvodaya Brotherhood meeting held between April 15 

and 17, 1966 at Balia. In her letter to the Chief Minister following this meeting, Sarala Behn 

reaffirmed the goal of temperance work under Sarvodaya: 

Our whole aim is against drink as drink, not merely against licensed drink and the main 
aim and means of the movement is social education for temperance. …  We are not at 
present contemplating increasing the field of our activities but rather in counteracting on 
these three areas [Pithoragarh, Tehri Garhwal, and Chamoli] for Gramdan and temperance 

594 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.” 

595 These were samples of jhangora a local variety of millet and leaves of kandali or bicchughaas a kind of 
vegetable eaten mainly by the poor of the hills. 

596 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.”  

597 This early emphasis on the need for practical economics and self-sufficiency of the hills led to better 
articulated demands for generation of employment in the hills under the nashe nahi rozgar do (Give us employment 
not intoxication) movement of the early 80s, organized by the student activist forum in the hills, Uttarakhand 
Sangharsh Vahini (USV). Pathak, “Intoxication as a Social Evil: Anti-Alcohol Movement in Uttarakhand,” 1360-
1365. 

598 Sucheta Kripalani to Sarala Bahen (Behn), April 3, 1966; Sarala Bahen (Behn) to Sucheta Kripalani, 
April 10, 1966, in Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A 
Study in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.” 

210 

                                                 



 
 

work. These two tasks must go hand in hand … as complementary defense measures in 
the border areas. Therefore, picketing movements should be continued unless and until the 
three drink shops concerned are permanently closed.599  

 

Such efforts of Sarala Behn were a major factor that catalyzed the closure of distilleries at 

Badshahi-Thaul, Chandrapuri and Thal covering three hill districts of Tehri Garhwal, Chamoli 

and Pithoragarh respectively.600 

In 1969, a local movement at Tehri enforced the prohibition of sale of liquor. Very soon, 

the Allahabad High Court, following a petition by wine merchants, declared the ban illegal. When 

Sarvodaya workers under Bahuguna and Vimla Behn began the prohibition movement, agents of 

the liquor contractors went from village to village threatening the women that they will be jailed 

for a life term if they dared to protest.601 The women, organized by Vimla Behn, remained 

undaunted under her inspiration. When the men threatened their women that they will be denied 

entry in their homes if they are involved in the movement, the women instead of conforming to 

the dictates of their husbands, retorted, “Is this house yours alone or only for men? Don’t we have 

an equal share in it?”602 Local women as well as those from the surrounding villages defied all 

threats, left their work and joined to protest the reopening of the liquor outlets. All shades of 

society, even those who had themselves become victims of alcoholism joined the protest.603 At 

this juncture, Bahuguna launched an indefinite fast, which gave a new fillip to this movement, 

inspiring and uniting the women as well as men for the cause. On November 20, 1971, the public 

599 Sarala Bahen (Behn) to Sucheta Kripalali, Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, April 27, 1966, in Juyal and 
Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study in Techniques of 
Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.” 

600 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.”    

601 Negi, “Uttarakhand ka sharab-bandhi jana-andolan,” [Uttarakhand people’s movement against 
alcoholism], 81. 

602Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, March 22, 2011. 
603 Sarala Devi, “The Growth of People’s Movement: From Girls’ Education to Conservation,” David 

Hopkins Private Collection. 
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support swelled to some 10,000 people, 8000 of whom were women. The atmosphere was 

electric. Protesting against the reopening of the liquor shop, the Satyagrahis vowed, “we will not 

rest till we stop alcoholism!”604 Children, youth, the aged, men and women raised their voice in 

unison: Uttarakhand ki yeh lalkaar/ Daru Band Kare Sarkaar! (This is Uttarakhand’s clarion call/ 

The Government must stop sale of alcohol!) The next day while picketing, about sixty men and 

women were arrested and taken to jail along with the Sarvodaya leaders, some of the women 

carrying little children in their arms. Sarala Behn arrived from Pavnaar to lend support to the 

movement. The government finally capitulated in front of sustained collective display of people’s 

solidarity. The making of liquor and the sale of the same was banned in April 1972 in five of the 

eight hill districts of the then state of Uttar Pradesh. 

It is important to stress that alcoholism in the hills was not treated primarily as a moral 

issue.605 The movement’s philosophy was based on precepts of Gandhian Sarvodaya economics. 

The agitation was thus not an exhibition of puritanical denunciation of all intoxicants for all place 

and time, but as Sarala Behn put it, was a practical experiment in temperance aiming to reform 

government policy and public attitude for the good of all.606 Thus, the overarching aim of the 

movement was to weaken the growing drinking habit amongst the population. Liquor was seen in 

connection with the rampant commercialization and wrong developmental policies of the state 

that impoverished the hills by draining it of its own economic resources and labor force. The 

Sarvodaya workers leading the movement had categorically averred how despite the economic 

604 Vimla Bahuguna, “The Chipko Movement,” in A Space Within the Struggle, ed. and trans. Ilina Sen 
(New Delhi: Kali for Women, 1990), 114; Negi, “Uttarakhand ka sharab-bandhi jana-andolan,” [Uttarakhand 
people’s movement against alcoholism], 51. 

605 Shekhar Pathak (1985) has argued that the movement could not sustain its campaigns in the later 
decades mainly because of lack of coherence of perceptions amongst movement leaders and their treatment of 
alcoholism essentially and rather narrowly, as a moral issue. 

606 Sarala Bahen (Behn) to Sucheta Kripalani, April 10, 1966, in Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition 
Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State 
Policy.” 
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backwardness of the hill region, a large part of the developmental aid and subsidies was misspent 

on liquor.607 The village women in the movement also argued that their fight was not against men 

but against the destruction that liquor brings to their homes, to their children, to their livelihoods, 

and to society at large.608 Such a perspective shifts away from viewing alcohol as primarily a 

moral problem to a new understanding of alcohol addiction as a social phenomenon and an 

outcome of industrial modernity and state-promoted growth paradigm. In a letter to the then Chief 

Minister of Uttar Pradesh, Sarala Behn mentioned that developmental projects like road making, 

mining etc. led to a large floating population, responsible for the growing popularity of the drink 

habit amongst the mountain communities.609 When in the beginning of the 80s there was a talk of 

rescinding the prohibition order in Uttarakhand in order to satisfy the demands of tourism, Sarala 

Behn wrote to the then President, Neelam Sanjiva Reddy, expressing her concerns: 

[I]f tourism depends for its development on the availability of intoxicants, it is a no less 
lethal policy than the British Government policy of encouraging the drink habit as a means 
of developing the social services (health and education). We do not want tourism in the 
hills if it involves putting the use of intoxicants forward as an example for our youth…the 
use of intoxicants by tourists (whether Indian or foreign) would unfortunately but 
undoubtedly be taken by the youth as an example of modernity which they should 
certainly follow.610 

 

Given the socio-cultural disintegration and economic implications of intoxication, the movement 

against alcoholism thus questioned the legitimacy of a pattern of “development” promoted in the 

hills by the state as well as the public attitude that fell victim to it.  

The struggle of the village women against the vice of drunkenness taught them for the first 

time the value of organized, collective action as a unifying force and the constructive role that as 

607 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.” 

608 Madhu Kishwar, “Interview of Vimla Bahuguna,” Manushi 70 (May-June, 1992): 12-21. 
609 Sarala Bahen (Behn) to Sucheta Kripalani, June 3, 1966, in Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition 

Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State 
Policy.” 

610 Sarala Devi to the President of India, February 25, 1980, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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ordinary hill women they can play in social reform. Rural women of Uttarakhand no more held a 

low self-esteem that made them feel no better than animals, a thing that had distressed Sarala 

Behn so much when she first met the hill women. Observing those brave and hardworking women 

she had then mused: if only the women’s love for, devotion to, and sacrifice for the sake of their 

family could be “combined with a conscious direction of social life into better and healthier 

channels, what a force it could be for social good!”611 Indeed, the remarkable and unprecedented 

display of courage and self-sacrifice of women in the movement was a realization of this dream of 

Sarala Behn. The increasing participation of women, their courage to step out of the walled 

confines of their home to speak and act independently and publicly entailed in shifts in the level 

of subjectivity in the women with confidence in their power to change the policies of the state. 

The transformative task of social regeneration and shifts in women’s subjectivity also led to shifts 

in the currents of understanding and constitution of the category “woman” that challenged 

conventional gender meanings in local realities as one who is confined to the domestic sphere. 

Moreover, the meaningful transformations that came into the lives of women and in society 

brought social distinction and recognition in both family and society.  

Thus, the participation of women in the movement against alcoholism articulated the 

vision of a new society that Sarala Behn had painstakingly prepared her students to achieve. A 

transformed self and society as this new vision implies, underscores the key role that education 

and selfless social service plays in its fulfillment. As Sarala Behn put it in her memoir: 

The role that the women had played in these movements proved what I had intuitively felt 
from the beginning, that if women’s power becomes organized for bringing about reform 
in society, then very good results can be achieved in a very short time. However if one is 
to carry out such work on a large scale, then there is also a need for a team of dedicated 
and selfless workers. Where will they be found? Girls who have been educated in the 
government schools and colleges now have little contact with these simple villagers. They 

611 Sarala Devi, “Gandhi and Womanhood,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection; Sarala Behn, A Life in 
Two Worlds, 212. 
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are incapable of understanding that beneath their [the rural women] ragged clothes, despite 
their harsh voices or coarse language, are hidden hearts of gold. These women still have 
within themselves the power to give a true response to mankind’s [sic] spiritual desires.612 
 

4.6  Broadening Spheres: From Anti-Alcohol to Environment 

This section briefly outlines the significance of the anti-alcohol campaign for inspiring 

other movements in Uttarakhand especially those to protect the environment and Sarala Behn’s 

role in broadening the philosophical and organizational base of the Sarvodaya movement. In 

connection to the latter, the section recounts Sarala Behn’s various experiences in social work 

outside Uttarakhand and explores how some of these informed her growing interest in the 

environment. 

The campaign against alcoholism is important to consider for several reasons.  First, 

unlike the preceding movements viz. Bhoodan, which was not a mass movement in the sense that 

it was based on appeal to the individual, people’s agitation against liquor had a collective appeal 

and involved spontaneous participation from all sections of the society. The movement thus 

brought lok shakti, or power of the people to the center stage.613 Constructive workers lived and 

worked with the masses at their level for their economic and productive development and thus 

became part of them working as small bands of dedicated groups not as beings wielding special 

power, charisma, or privileges.614 This mode of grassroots Sarvodaya work was a unique 

philosophical and practical contribution of Sarala Behn. Rather than centrally managed large 

voluntary agencies or experts trained at urban centers, she believed “self-evolved small bands of 

612 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 249. 
613Yogesh Bahuguna, Uttarakhand me sharab bandi jan andolan ki kahani, 35. 
614 Sarala Devi, “What is Development?” 9. 
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dedicated groups of individuals living among the common people, who jointly work in small 

areas” could bring transformative social change and development of the hills. 615  

Secondly, the movement increased people’s faith in nonviolent methods used in such 

campaigns and empowered rural women in the task of shaping the future of a new resurgent 

society. It gave the rural women confidence, purpose, and agency in carving out new possibilities 

for their own communities throwing at the same time a challenge to centrally planned 

developmental policies that failed to improve the lives of the common people of the hill states.  

Thirdly, it created a new channel for mobilizing constructive work for social uplift in the 

hills. The integrated vision of the anti-alcohol campaign connected it to the larger socioeconomic, 

cultural, and territorial problems of the hills, rather than a strictly prohibitionary and moralistic 

approach. The educational process that emerged with the dynamics of the movement reflected the 

Sarvodaya vision of a sustainable society. This vision prompted a spurt in constructive social 

activities such as expansion of the Bhoodan-Gramdan in the wake of the anti-alcoholism 

movement.616 At some places, the movement inspired people’s action on other issues, for 

instance, to fight the acute scarcity of water in the Terai area of Kotdwar, and the vice of animal 

sacrifice in the Chandrabadni temple of Tehri. 617 Above all, the movement planted the seeds of 

the ecological movements that emerged in the subsequent decades. The organizational role of 

women in the movement evidently prepared the creative base for these later movements. Activists 

spawned in the course of the Bhoodan and anti-alcohol movements continued to play influential 

615 Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn: a tribute to,” in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 197. 
616 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 

in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.”; Yogesh Bahuguna, Uttarakhand me sharab bandi jan 
andolan ki kahani, 35-36. 

617 Juyal and Sundaram, “People’s Prohibition Movement in the Border Districts of Uttar Pradesh: A Study 
in Techniques of Nonviolent Resistance to State Policy.” 
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roles in the ecological movements, such as the Chipko Andolan and the movement against the 

construction of a large dam at Tehri. 

It is important to note that Sarala Behn’s constructive work was not confined only to 

education and empowerment of the women of Uttarakhand. In 1966, she left Lakshmi Ashram 

and traveled to the South and Central India and undertook challenging tasks of social reform in 

newer fields of work. This has its own inspirational story to tell. In all these activities she stressed 

the need for a mass education program for establishing Gram Swaraj by women and through 

extensive foot marches. This approach played a major role in broadening the organizational base 

of the Sarvodaya movement. As Sadan Mishra elucidated:  

Before [1966] Behnji’s work in Uttarakhand was limited to the education of girls and the 
Bhoodan Movement only. At Lakshmi Ashram she had prepared a foundation for 
education and social empowerment of women, which eventually became the ‘power 
house’ of constructive social work in the hills. But the scope of her work broadened its 
horizon when she left Lakshmi Ashram and began traveling extensively, directly 
participating in Bhoodan and Gramdan through foot marches, the cause of the surrender of 
dacoits, and the movement against alcoholism. During this time, she also prepared male 
workers to further her ideas of constructive work in the hills.618 
 

In this context, it is important to consider the incident that prompted Sarala Behn to leave 

Lakshmi Ashram. During the sixties, when Indo-China hostilities erupted Sarala Behn along with 

other Gandhians, participated in a peacemaking mission, the Vishwa-Maitri Yatra or World 

Friendship March towards China (Delhi to Beijing), to heal relations between the two nations and 

promote transnational cooperation and dialog. In a situation where anti-China feelings had 

reached a fevered point, Sarala Behn revealed her position regarding the war in a speech on the 

Friendship March at Tehri. She indicated how animosity between the nations is not merely the 

fault of China alone. “In the end,” she raised the question, “is it not, that it takes two hands to 

618 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
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clap?”619 Indian Intelligence officials noted her comment and interpreted it as a British citizen 

blaming India for the fighting with China, and she was denied permission to travel inside the 

Inner Line.620 The incident was looked upon by Sarala Behn, who dedicated her whole life 

fighting for justice for the Indian people, as a fundamental breach of human trust and distressed 

her to such an extent that she decided to leave the hills. Giving up her responsibility for the 

ashram over to Radha Behn she walked out of her ashram with her rucksack, on December 6, 

1966, exactly twenty years later. For the next few years she traveled to Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, 

and Karnataka and played a remarkable role in various social reform activities. Of these, her 

contribution toward peaceful surrender and rehabilitation of dacoits of the Chambal Valley of 

Madhya Pradesh deserves mention.  

In Madhya Pradesh, the Chambal valley and its uninhabitable ravine land were home to 

some notorious dacoits for centuries. Owing to the geographical, historical, social, and economic 

backgrounds of the region, banditry had emerged as a profession and an institution in this 

region.621 These bandits, also called bagis (rebels), threatened the homes of the wealthy for food 

or money, kidnapped and demanded ransoms, committed ruthless murders, massacres etc. 

However, they were also known to distribute wealth to the poor in Robin Hood tradition, helping 

them in times of need, settle disputes in villages, and as such earned respect of the villagers.622 

Isolated efforts of the police and the government to capture or extirpate these fearless gangs had 

619 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 263. 
620 The ‘Inner Line’, a British invention, is an internal frontier drawn through the mountains of Garhwal 

and Kumaon, and lies south of the international border between India and Tibet/China. Indians living south of this 
line required special permit to cross it while foreigners were not allowed to cross this line at all. “The Inner Line,” 
Himalayan Journal 17, (1952), accessed March 20, 2012, http://www.himalayanclub.org/journal/the-inner-
line%e2%80%99/ 

621 G. Sharan, “Jayaprakash Narayan’s call and the Wave of Surrender,” Sarvodaya (1972), Shobha 
Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

622 “Rehabilitation work in Chambal Valley,” Sarvodaya (1971): 367, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection; 
Sarala Behn, “Ahimsak padhyati ki khoj: Chambal ke baagi kshetra me ek naya prayog,” [In search of a nonviolent 
method: a new application in Chambal’s bandit area] Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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failed. Under Bhave and Narayan’s nonviolent persuasion and compassion, the bandits 

surrendered themselves in unprecedented masses.623 Sarala Behn participated in Narayan’s 

Chambal Valley Peace Mission in Madhya Pradesh and worked with the families of bandits to 

persuade them to surrender.624 Sarala Behn kept regular personal contacts with the bandits who 

surrendered to the government and who were put in jail taking care of their needs, eating lunch 

with them, writing letters to their families, doing moral counseling and guiding them to live a 

more constructive life.625 As one Lakshmi Ashram graduate, Shobha Behn (Vidyarthi) who joined 

Sarala Behn in this mission put it, “Sarala Behn approached the bandits and their families like a 

mother, speaking to them with love and creating a homely atmosphere, even when she met them 

in the jail. She was always interested to know what circumstances turned those people into 

bandits, and worked to reform and bring them back to society.”626 Her patient reform work 

amongst the dacoits and their families played a significant role in converting several of them into 

good, peaceful citizens.627 This work of Sarala Behn affirms the view that novel social 

experiments could be successful through nonviolent means, provided “the government and the 

public, working together as one made the necessary efforts.”628 Several Lakshmi Ashram 

graduates also played their part as Shanti Senas in Narayan’s mission to help those bandits who 

could be rehabilitated.629 Others such as Shobha Behn chose to live and work in a bandit area 

such as Sheopur Kala village of Morena in Madhya Pradesh working towards reform and social 

623 In 1960, nineteen leading bandits surrendered before Bhave. In 1972, this took a more revolutionary 
form under the initiative and inspiration of Narayan, when some 450 bandits surrendered. Sarala Behn, A Life in 
Two Worlds, 367; G. Sharan, “Jayaprakash Narayan’s Call and the Wave of Surrender,” Sarvodaya (1971): 451, 
Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

624 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 365. 
625 Sarala Behn, “Personal Diary,” January to May 1972, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection; Ramchandra 

Mehrotra, “Astha ka naam Sarala Behn,” [Sarala Behn, faith is her name] in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 194-195; 
Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 367-369. 

626 Shobha Behn (Shobha Vidyarthi), interview by author, Dharamghar, April 14, 2011. 
627 Ibid. 
628 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 369. 
629 “Rehabilitation work in Chambal Valley,” Sarvodaya (1971): 369-70, Shobha Vidyarthi Private 

Collection. 
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awareness through children’s and adult education, conflict resolution, and fighting social vices 

such as untouchability often at grave risk to her life.630  

During many of her travels and foot marches in Bhave’s land distribution program, Sarala 

Behn witnessed at close counters the problem of rampant ecological destruction and consequent 

impoverishment of the indigenous people. For instance in 1967 during her involvement in 

drought and famine relief work in Bihar, Sarala Behn came across the tribal people of famine-

stricken district of Surguja. Upon investigation, she realized that the problem of such famines 

were not merely incidental but had other causes such as “mismanagement of natural and human 

resources.” Encountering the forest dwelling tribes in these areas, she observed how decades of 

exploitation of timber and forest products by contractors and the forest department destroyed the 

self-supporting lifestyle of the forest people turning them into agriculturists. While government 

offered land for farming to the tribals in places where their forests were hewed down they 

received no training whatsoever which could prepare them to adapt to a different livelihood. As a 

consequence, the people were unable to grow enough grain to meet their basic survival needs. 

Reflecting on the situation, she wrote that it was not merely the human element that was 

impoverished but also nature: 

Exploitation of man [sic] and nature has gone hand in hand. Deforestation has decreased 
rainfall, nonconservative farming has impoverished the land. Soaring prices of grains 
have encouraged export of crops. Landowners and traders short-sightedly think solely in 
terms of their own personal profit. They do not realize that their own welfare is 
intrinsically bound up with the conservation of natural resources and the welfare of the 
laboring population.631 

 

Instead of short-term drought relief measures and paternalistic policy of “civilizing” the forest 

dwellers, Sarala Behn argued for a long-term conservative forest policy along with 

630 Shobha Behn (Shobha Vidyarthi), interview by author, Dharamghar, April 14, 2011. 
631 Sarala Behn, “The Problem of our Aborigines (with special reference to the present famine in Surguja),” 

Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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comprehensive education in “practical farming, soil conservation, household economy, 

subsidiary crafts, temperance, and cooperative economy, so that they may be ultimately able to 

manage their own affairs for themselves without external exploitation.” 632 During her brief 

participation in a Lok Yatra, People’s March633 in 1969, Sarala Behn came to witness similar 

problems of deforestation in the hills of Western Ghats in Karnataka, which caused serious water 

scarcity in the surrounding villages. Government succor by tapping of well water also could not 

solve the problem as she noticed, being close to the sea the problem of saline incursions were 

common that undermines the health of the people. 634 These various experiences brought her to 

focus on the problem of ecological conservation in hill development in the later years.  

Sarala Behn had promised to herself and to Gandhi that she would work consistently for 

twenty years in educating the village girls and see what she could do in revolutionizing their 

values that will make them self-reliant, and turn them into community activists. After twenty 

years, she fulfilled her promise in preparing a band of women social workers at Lakshmi Ashram. 

The young women of the hills who came into Sarala Behn’s influence were inspired to step out of 

their limited gender prescribed roles, caste, and class identities, and live lives that could not have 

been imagined otherwise. During her forty-one years (1941-1982) of living and toiling amidst the 

women, children, poor and the destitute of the Himalayas, she strove painstakingly to achieve a 

decentralized, exploitation-free society working for the protection of the hill environment, social 

equity, and the empowerment of women. Needless to say her prolonged inspirational and 

organizational work amongst the village people formed the backdrop for the outbreak of one of 

632 Sarala Behn, “The Problem of our Aborigines.” 
633 Originally conceived by Bhave, Lok Yatra was a twelve-year foot march (1967 to1979) led by women 

social activists to promote moral and spiritual awakening and to inspire people in the direction of Bhoodan-
Gramdan. 

634 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 339. 
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the most prominent and successful, non-violent environmental movements in India, to which I 

turn next. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CRUCIAL ROLES OF MIRA BEHN AND SARALA BEHN IN THE EMERGENCE OF THE 

SARVODAYA ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS IN UTTARAKHAND 

 

[W]e must not rest on our oars and think that, because we have won Swaraj, we are now 
safe from further exploitation. On the contrary, we have got to be very much awake, for 
this exploitation from within is even more dangerous than the former foreign 
exploitation, because it carries within it the glamour of apparent patriotism.   
 

— Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction,” 1949 
 
 

We are hoping that this tiny trickle of these humble efforts of ours will one day increase 
so much in size that it will be capable of watering vast wastelands, and that through it 
other areas of the hills will also be inspired. 
 

— Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds 
 

One of the most precious pieces of sociological wisdom is the principle of historicism. 
It says that in order to understand any contemporary phenomenon, we must look back 
at its origins and the processes that brought it about. The same applies to the realm of 
ideas… 
 

— Piotr Sztompka, The Sociology of Social Change. 1993 
 

 

5.1  Introduction 

This chapter addresses a major gap in knowledge that has trivialized and obscured Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn’s role in the creation and evolution of the two most important 

environmental movements in Uttarakhand: the forest conservation movement called the Chipko 

Andolan (Embrace the Tree Movement)635 and the opposition to the Tehri high dam on the river 

Bhagirathi.  

635 Addressed as ‘Chipko Movement’ throughout this chapter. 
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In the study of social activism and people’s movements, the origin and evolution of 

these movements is not given as much importance as their purpose and their results, in 

particular the degree of success that they achieve. Consequently, opportunities to learn from 

ideas, initial organizational work, and even from hidden failures, are often lost. Keeping this in 

mind, this chapter reveals the little known story that shaped and catalyzed these movements 

both philosophically and practically. It argues that for both of these movements the 

philosophical and political thinking of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn provided activation on 

broader issues of social and ecological justice and sustainability. Instead of being mere 

facilitators of an indigenous environmental urge, these women led to the creation of a new 

cultural tradition that expressed itself through the Chipko and the Anti-Tehri dam movements. 

To elucidate the latter two, this chapter explores the reasons behind the growth of 

consciousness about ecological sustainability that characterized these movements.    

While in the popular imagination, both movements are seen as ecological from the 

beginning, in reality they evolved from a concern for safeguarding local livelihood rights in the 

use of natural resources to embrace the larger debate on ecological sustainability and the nature 

of development in the mountains. Moreover, though both these movements were located in the 

same area (see Figure 13), their approaches in raising consciousness about sustainable 

mountain development and hence, their addressing of the issue of sustainability happens to be 

different.636 The key points that this chapter ventures to address are when, why, and how the 

Chipko Movement and that against the Tehri dam turned ecological. In exploring these 

questions this chapter attempts to understand the movements’ differences in approaches to 

sustainability by examining the philosophy, evolution, and organizational continuity of these 

movements.  

636 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain Context,” 301. 
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Figure 13: Principal sites of Chipko and Anti-Tehri Dam protests in Uttarakhand.637 
 

This chapter is organized under five broad sections. I begin with a brief discussion of 

mountain sustainability issues and give a brief historical background of the nature of 

development in Himalayan economy and the growth of natural resource conflicts. This will 

provide the necessary background to the following discussion on Chipko Movement. 

In the second section, I start with a brief overview of the Chipko Movement followed 

by an account and reappraisal of the common perceptions of the movement. This literature on 

637 Source: Author. This map is a modified version of an early map I created for George A. James’ Ecology 
is Permanent Economy (New York: State University of New York, 2013), 94. 

225 

                                                 



 
 

the Chipko Movement is important to consider, in order to understand how these studies have 

variously interpreted the movement and what they have missed in doing so. I have selected 

only the most commonly cited and studied analyses of the movement.  

The third section unravels the story of how Mira Behn and Sarala Behn contributed to the 

creation of environmental awareness in the Chipko Movement. In this section, I lay specific 

emphasis on the work of Sarala Behn arguing that she pioneered the cognitive shift in the 

movement’s objectives from a concern over saving forests for local economic use in Uttarakhand 

towards addressing the larger question of ecological sustainability of the Himalayan forests. In 

support of my arguments, I refer to the existing written work of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, 

field interviews with their associates, local literature, and published work of other scholars. 

The fourth section is an account of the nature and development of the movement 

against the Tehri dam and an assessment of its role in influencing environmental policy for the 

region. I argue that the role of science and technology to the issue of sustainability as brought 

up in the anti-dam protest is a direct result of the conceptual clarifications and rethinking of 

development and sustainability made by Mira Behn.  

In the conclusion, I affirm that both Mira Behn and Sarala Behn suggested a system of 

ecological management of the mountain natural resources, like soil, water, and forests based on 

unique ecological insights about regional specificities and environmental change in the 

Himalayas. In doing so, they have extended Gandhi’s ideas further in response to contemporary 

conditions in post-independence India, contributing thus, to the evolution of environmental 

consciousness in India in particular and the world in general. 

5.2 History of Development of the Himalayan Economy and Growth of Natural Resource 

Conflicts 
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The problems of the Himalayan region relate to its peculiar geo-environmental 

conditions which constrain both physical mobility and human economic activities. Mountain 

communities have historically adapted their lifestyles to the dynamics of mountain geophysical 

and climatic processes and evolved culturally specific and eminently sustainable ways of 

dealing with such environmental constraints. However, conventional statist interventions in 

India and plains-centric strategies aimed at market based economic growth threaten this 

traditional human-environment relationship giving rise to conflicts.  The following traces the 

emergence of mountain sustainability issues in the Himalaya in the context of the history of 

socioeconomic changes and conflicts over use of natural resources. 

 

5.2.1  Brief History of Socioeconomic and Ecological Transformations in the Context of 

Mountain Sustainability in the Indian Himalayas 

Sustainability in the Himalayan region has to be considered in the context of rapid 

transformations in the socioeconomic environment as well as biogeophysical transformations. 

This is important because conflicts over natural resources in the Himalaya are intimately linked 

to the “nature, speed, and extent of these transformations.”638 While topographical and 

environmental constraints such as structural fragility and microclimatic variability are aspects of 

mountain processes, transformations that threaten sustainability are primarily related to enhanced 

accessibility leading to intensified human movement between the plains and the mountains. This 

initiates the processes of resource degradation impacting and destabilizing local economy and 

ecology. 

638 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “From Environmental Conflicts to Sustainable Mountain Transformation: 
Ecological Action in the Garhwal Himalaya,” in Grassroots Environmental Action: People’s Participation in 
Sustainable Development, ed. Dharam Ghai and Jessica M. Vivian (Routledge: London, 1992), 260.  
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Geographic inaccessibility and remoteness have historically played a protective role 

promoting ecological and cultural integrity of the highland communities. Over the millennia, 

such communities evolved as decentralized habitats, remote and less unified politically with the 

plains, thereby capable of exercising their autonomy.639 Structured by physical, social, and 

economic conditions, the Himalayan communities have evolved adaptive responses to living. As 

the steep slopes of the Himalaya do not offer much opportunity for elaborate agriculture, the hill 

communities carved out simple, self-sufficient, subsistence living practices through various 

forms of nomadic and transhumance pastoralism, as well as sedentary agricultural pastoralism.640 

Border trade between India and Tibet was carried out by the herders in which all transportation 

was dependent on the use of domesticated animal power like those of yaks, mules, and horses. 

Pastoral activities and barter system of trade implied restricted population movement and 

communications, and limited opportunities for development of large-scale trade and commercial 

activities. Yet, the mountain peasants were fairly prosperous. Source of their prosperity were the 

natural forests and pastureland which were managed by village communities.641 Cattle and 

forests were both vital for hill agriculture as the large cattle population mediated flow of biomass 

from forests and pastures to cultivated land.642 Thus, forests and pastures, livestock, arable land 

and human population together formed a closely-knit interdependent ecology. Guha observes hill 

agriculture, despite its subsistence orientation, sometimes produced surplus grain for export to 

639 Manjari Mehta, “Cultural Diversity in the Mountains: Issues of Integration and Marginality in 
Sustainable Development,” (paper prepared for the Consultation on the Mountain Agenda Lima, Peru, February 22-
27, 1995). 

640 Kanti Prasad Nautiyal, Pradeep M. Saklani, and Vinod Nautiyal, “Agriculture in the Garhwal 
Himalayas: An Ethnographic Perspective,” in History of Science, Philosophy and Culture in Indian Civilization, ed. 
D.P. Chattopadhyaya, vol. 5, part 1, History of Agriculture in India: (Up to C. 1200 AD), ed. Lallanji Gopal and 
V.C. Srivastava (New Delhi: Concept Publishing, 2008), 161. 

641 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Towards Basic Changes in Land Use,” in Fire in the Heart Firewood on the 
Back, ed. Tenzin Rigzin (Amritsar: All India Pingalwara Charitable Society, 2005), 96. 

642 P.C. Tiwari, “Land-use changes in Himalaya and their impact on the plains ecosystem: need for 
sustainable land use,” Land Use Policy 17, no. 2 (2000), 103. 
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Tibet and to the plains in the south.643 A sizeable number of accounts by European travelers and 

officials visiting the mountains often contrasted the relative prosperity of nineteenth century 

peasant life in the hill villages with the poverty-stricken villagers in other parts of the 

subcontinent and even in Europe.644  

Another distinctive feature of the agrarian system in the mountains is that it was 

community and family-oriented; there were few large capitalist class or landowners so peasants 

cultivated their holdings with the help of family labor.645 Finally, the role of women in 

Himalayan economy is significant. While men migrated seasonally with their cattle and were 

responsible for plowing, women of the hills constitute the backbone of the hill economy, 

especially in the context of their key roles as managers of the land and in agricultural production. 

In addition to her work in the fields mountain women are also exclusively responsible for 

household chores like rearing of children, cooking, cleaning and collection of fuel, fodder, and 

water.646 This disproportionate share of farm and family labor not only indicate their increased 

drudgery especially when the community-owned resource bases were restricted or degraded, but 

also their low status owing to lack of access to education and income.  

The Himalayan region is historically characterized by deep geopolitical sensitivity like 

periodic wars and invasions. Threats to mountain sustainability emerge with increases in 

accessibility in connection with such conflicts. The Anglo-Nepalese war or the Gurkha war of 

1815-16 was an important landmark in the transformation of Himalayan ecology and 

643 Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 15. 

644 Bahuguna, “Towards Basic Changes in Land Use,” 96; Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 143. 
645 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 15, 20. 
646 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 22. 
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economy.647 Following the victory of the British in the combat and the treaty of Sugauli, 

Garhwal was split into two sociopolitical systems, a western part returned to the nominally 

independent rule of the king of Tehri and an eastern part, east of Alakananda river including the 

Kumaon, annexed to the British colonial territory.648  

With their occupancy of Garhwal, the British lost no time in rapidly expanding their 

commercial and trade activities in the mountainous terrain. The ready access and control of the 

trade routes to Tibet between Nepal and India opened up lucrative opportunities of exploiting the 

rich natural reserves of the Himalaya for profit, primarily the forests for timber and resin. British 

commercial exploitation led to uncontrolled and destructive felling of chir pine and deodar 

forests on one hand and transfer of community ownership and control of forests on the other.649 

Destruction of forests continued with the British decision to expand arable land as a result of 

which between 1823 and the late 1860s agricultural land had increased more than two-fold in 

Kumaon alone.650 This endangered the transhumance and pastoral base of the Himalayan 

economy, altered the land use, and undermined the ecological fragility of the hills.651 Similarly, 

in post-independence India, one major landmark was the Indo-China war of the 1960s. The latter 

terminated border trade with Tibet and impacted the economy of the highland transhumant 

pastoralists. As a result, many pastoralists abandoned their traditional system of cross border 

647 Buddhi N. Shreshtha, “The Natural Environment and the Shifting Borders of Nepal,” Eurasia Border 
Review 4, no. 2 (Fall 2013): 64, accessed October 28, 2013, 
http://eprints.lib.hokudai.ac.jp/dspace/bitstream/2115/54132/1/EBR4_2_004.pdf. 

648 Niraja Gopal Jayal, “Democracy and Social Capital in Central Himalaya: Tale of Two Villages,” 
Economic and Political Weekly 36, no. 8 (February – March 2001): 657. 

649 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 37-38. 
650 Tiwari, “Land-use changes in Himalaya,” 103. 
651 Bahuguna, “Towards Basic Changes in Land Use,” 97. 
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trade to adopt “agriculture, pastoralism, and minor trade in medicinal plants and woolen 

products.”652  

Large-scale road construction for military, administrative, and commercial purposes 

increased phenomenally after Indo-Chinese border conflict of 1962 drastically reducing 

inaccessibility. With increased road construction, the push to “develop” the hill regions of 

Garhwal and Kumaon began with a fresh spurt. Economic development continued the British 

legacy of forest felling, changeover from mixed species to commercially profitable monocultures 

of pine, along with development of large hydropower projects, enhanced tourism, exploitation of 

mineral wealth, introduction of commercial farming methods and mushrooming of urban-

industrial centers in the foothills.653 This integration of the Himalayan economy with those of the 

plains further destabilized the animal husbandry dominated economy as natural forests are felled 

replacing fodder yielding trees with commercially viable species like pine and deodar. Peasants 

with free-range cows shifted to high-yield, stall-fed buffaloes. Dependence on exogenous forces 

such as markets and the state affected the indigenous subsistence farming practices, pitting it 

against commercial interests like off-farm employment, and commercialized production 

opportunities that destroyed the self-sufficient basis of highland community. Erosion of this once 

prosperous and sustainable system of agrarian culture with loss of community management of 

village forests and pastureland on one hand and the impetus to derive cash-income with the 

growth of market-driven processes on the other led to increased large-scale outmigration of male 

population to the urban-industrial hubs in search of jobs. The idea was now to remit a major 

portion of such earnings to address the basic needs of their homes. Male outmigration to towns 

652 Nehal Farooquee, “Changes in Pastoralism in the Indian Himalaya,” Cultural Survival 22, no. 4, (Winter 
1998), accessed May 3, 2012, http://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-
quarterly/india/changes-pastoralism-indian-himalaya. 

653 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “The Himalaya: Prospects for and constraints on sustainable development,” 
Himalaya Man and Nature 14, no. 9 (February 1993): 3. 
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upset the household subsistence and labor allocation strategies, and transformed the subsistence 

economy into a monetized “money-order economy.” This social disintegration along with 

degradation of the ecological base of the forests had a cumulative strain on mountain women, 

already overburdened with their productive and reproductive workload and responsibilities. 

 

5.2.2 The Rise of Resource Conflict in the Mountains 

In British India, the expansion of railway network in the mid nineteenth century 

brought a new impetus to exploitation of natural resources, particularly the forests for 

commercial purposes in the Himalayas. To meet the colossal demand of railway ties in 

northwestern India, the British turned to exploit the Himalayan cedar or deodar (cedrus 

deodara) as an ideal tree for the purpose.654 Exploitation of deodar forests in the princely state 

of Tehri Garhwal began when Frederick Wilson, a British soldier-turned-entrepreneur obtained 

a lease in 1850 from the then monarch of Tehri for exploiting the forests of the state all for a 

trifling sum of Rs 400 per annum.655 Wilson used the rivers as a cheap corridor for transporting 

the timber and soon made a rollicking business out of this trade. Woods became thus the soft 

targets to be converted into hard currency. Inspired by Wilson’s success the British in 1865 

entered into a contract with the Tehri king for long-term felling rights. Construction of forest 

roads and bridges further enhanced accessibility to forested catchments of Bhagirathi and 

Yamuna rivers. Moreover, the British Forest Acts of 1878 and 1927 were particularly 

significant in declaring large tracts of forests as reserved thus restricting local access and rights 

of the herding communities of the Himalaya to the forests. The extent of restriction was all-

encompassing with reserved forests including even wastelands and uncultivated lands that 

654 Henry D. Baker, British India with Notes on Ceylon, Afghanistan and Tibet (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1915): 400. 

655 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 39. 
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impacted the nomadic cattle herders as well as the hill agripastoralists.656 Increased restriction 

brought the other two types of forests, civil and village council or panchayat forests, managed 

by revenue authorities and village communities respectively, under mounting pressure from 

grazing and other uses.657 The herders and peasants were solely dependent on the forests for 

grazing, fodder, fertilizer, fuel and a number of other non-timber forest products like medicinal 

herbs, foodstuffs etc. and this curtailment of their rights to commons led to widespread 

dissatisfaction and resistance. 

The lure of lucre eventually drove the Tehri state in 1895 to start its own Forest 

Department, further circumscribing people’s access to the forest through rigorous punitive 

measures like taxes and fines. Such unjust usurpation of their traditional community forest rights 

and their consequent economic marginalization led the villagers to resort to widespread 

resistance against the new forest laws and policies. One such discriminatory law was the Forest 

Act of 1927, which denied peasants access to biomass for meeting basic survival needs while 

diverting the same for industrial and commercial purposes.658 Local peasants had adopted 

customary means of protesting through noncooperation, called dhandak, to draw attention of the 

Tehri monarchy to the injustice done to them by the officials.659 In one such incident when 

peasants had held a rally on May 30, 1930 against unjust forest laws at Tilari ground of Rajgarhi 

in Yamuna Valley, their traditional method of redress suffered a breakdown when the king’s 

army opened fire on unarmed peasants killing seventeen people and injuring many. This 

breakdown of trust and authority had important consequences for movements that emerged in the 

656 Haripriya Rangan, “Romancing the Environment: Popular Environmental Action in the Garhwal 
Himalayas,” in In Defense of Livelihood: Comparative Studies on Environmental Action, ed. J. Friedman and H. 
Rangan (West Hartford: Kumarian Press, 1993), 155-181.  

657 Bahuguna, “Towards Basic Changes in Land Use,” 97. 
658 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay and Vandana Shiva, “Chipko: Rekindling India’s Forest Culture,” Ecologist 17, 

no. 1 (January – February 1987): 31. 
659 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 67. 
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following years.660 The tragic sacrifice of lives at Tilari remains enshrined in the collective 

memory of people of Garhwal until this day. While peasants’ right to access of forest resources 

remained a major issue, the nationalist movement and struggle for democracy in Tehri Garhwal 

in the 40s broadened the scale and added organizational depth to the heritage of hill people’s 

social activism. After independence, May 30 came to be observed as Shaheed Divas or Tilari 

Martyrs Day, and each year on this day (also called Van Divas or Forest Day) village people 

would gather to hold discussions on forest problems.661 The Sarvodaya workers of Uttarakhand 

interpreted the incident at Tilari as a precursor to their struggle to save forests in the Chipko 

Movement.662  

Forest struggles like those at Tilari not only provide the early historical backdrop of the 

Chipko, but they highlight that conflicts over forest resources in Tehri Garhwal did not emerge 

out of any inherent indigenous ecological consciousness of the need to conserve the forests but 

instead came from economic conflicts over access to resources for livelihood and survival.663 

However, the legacy of people’s struggle for social and economic justice was reinforced 

creatively in post-independence India under the guidance and inspiration of Mira Behn and 

Sarala Behn. 

 

 

 

 

660 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 79. 
661 Vimla Bahuguna, “The Chipko Movement,” in A Space Within the Struggle: Women’s Participation in 

People’s Movements, ed. Ilina Sen (New Delhi: Kali For Women, 1990), 115. 
662 Kunwar Prasoon, “Chipko Andolan shuru kaise hua?” [How did the Chipko Movement begin?] in 

Chipko ed. [Dhoom Singh Negi and S. M. A. Kajmi?], (Amritsar: All India Pingalwara Charitable Society, 2006), 5. 
663 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain Context,” 298. 
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5.3 Revisiting the Chipko: Overview and Review of Past Studies 

Do not cut, do not break these branches  
Of green oaks, rhododendrons, pines and cedars. 
In the forests the trees sway, the sparkling springs flow, 
Flowers of the rose tree blossom and smile … 
Do not cut, do not break these green trees  
Plant and protect them everywhere.  
 

— From a Garhwali song composed by Chipko poet Ghanshyam Sailani.664 
 

5.3.1 The Chipko Movement in Brief 

The Chipko Andolan (Embrace the Tree Movement) is a grassroots forest protection 

movement that emerged in the Himalayan hill state of present day Uttarakhand from 1973 to 

1981. The term “Chipko” is Hindi for “hug” or “embrace,” implying that village people would 

protect the trees from felling by hugging them if necessary. When commercial demand of 

timber in the plains created a system of felling by contractors who began making huge profits 

from mountain forests at the cost of local access and economic benefit, the mountain 

communities heaved in protest. Small-scale village industry cooperatives promoting 

community forest industries, viz. the Dasholi Gram Swaraj Sangh (DGSS) of Chamoli, set up 

by Gandhian organizations, were the first to organize the initial protests against the contractor 

system. Women’s participation was remarkable in the protests held in the forests of Reni 

village in 1974, following which female participation and representation in leadership gained 

momentum. 

Over the next several years, especially between 1974 and 1977, the movement grew 

from protesting the contract system of felling to protect local resource rights of the people to 

664 Translation of Sailani’s verse is mine. Original verse is from Indu Tikekar, “Van-paryavaran sanrakshak 
– ‘Chipko mahayajna’” [Protection of forest environment- the great Chipko sacrifice], in Dr. Indu Tikekar: jeevan-
vichar aur karya smriti grantha [Dr. Indu Tikekar: memoir of life-philosophy and work], ed. Jyoti Patankar, 
(Varanasi: Sarva Seva Prakashan, 2011), 112-3. 
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addressing the contradiction between short-term economic advantages of commercial felling of 

trees and the long-term ecological advantages of forest conservation in the entire Himalaya. 

This critical ecological shift in the movement’s objectives was first articulated in the 1978 

protests held at the Advani forests near Henwal river of Tehri Garhwal. At Advani, the 

movement’s objectives changed from fighting for the the rights of local use of timber in small-

scale industries and organization of forest laborers to a demand for moratorium on green 

felling. This critical awareness of the ecological role of Himalayan forests made Chipko 

internationally famous as a leading environmental movement and an expression of 

sustainability in the context of the mountains. The fifteen-year moratorium imposed on 

commercial green felling in the entire Uttarakhand Himalayan region in 1981 earned the 

movement the credit of being foundational in raising environmental consciousness in India. 

The movement, its core messages, especially its critique of modern economic developmental 

policies, its tactic of hugging, and its leaders have influenced similar movements in India, other 

parts of Asia, and even Europe.665  

 

5.3.2 Common Perceptions and Evaluations of the Chipko: A Brief Review 

The details of the development and achievements of the Chipko Movement are widely 

documented in several studies. However, most of these studies are limited as they emphasize 

one aspect of the movement over others thus neglecting its complexity. Moreover, these studies 

do not discuss the role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in the movement. In this section, I 

provide a brief review of these studies.  

665 Priyanka Jain, “Chipko,” in Green Culture: A-Z Guide, ed. Kevin Wehr and Paul Robbins (London: 
Sage Publications, 2011), 73-75; John Bacher, “Canadian Soldiers Hugged the Trees: Richard St. Barbe Baker and 
Mahatma Gandhi’s Vision of a Green Peace,” Peace (October-November, 1989), 24, accessed March 3, 2013, 
http://peacemagazine.org/archive/v05n5p24.htm.  
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In one of the earliest and most highly cited studies on Chipko, The Unquiet Woods, 

historian Ramachandra Guha666 argues that Chipko is essentially a peasant rights movement or 

a social struggle over localized access to forest resources.667 Guha frames Chipko primarily as 

a peasant’s struggle for subsistence where the underlying moralistic philosophy is “intrinsic to 

a history of protest against state restrictions on peasant access to forest produce.”668 In doing 

so, Guha strips Chipko of any external ideological label, whether deep ecological, eco-

feminist, or even Gandhian. He maintains that the nonviolent method of protest in Chipko is a 

spontaneous and original response rather than ideologically motivated by the Gandhian 

vision.669 

The Chipko Movement is however, more than a traditional peasant’s movement, since 

the demands in the movement never concentrated exclusively on peasant rights alone. 

Fortunately, Guha recognizes this, maintaining that as an organized and sustained social 

movement the Chipko “goes beyond” other peasant movements. However, he identifies “two 

faces” of Chipko, a “private” face, which is “a quintessential peasant movement” and a 

“public” profile, a world-famous environmental movement.670 Guha makes this distinction to 

show that although the movement ended in the 1980s, the leaders of the movement continued 

to propagate the environmental dimension of Chipko to the nation and to the world. This 

interpretation has failed to focus on the cognitive transitions that took place in the later phases 

of the movement and hence understand the historical roots of sustainability consciousness in 

666 Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 
667 In an earlier short essay, Gerald Berreman also described Chipko as a grassroots peasant’s movement 

and as part of a historical struggle of villagers against exploitative, development policies since the British period. 
G.D. Berreman, “The Chipko Movement: Nonviolent Direct Action to Save the Himalayas,” South Asian Bulletin 5, 
no. 2 (Fall, 1985): 8-13. 

668 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 176. 
669 Ibid. Given the organizational and philosophical history of the movement, this negation of Gandhian 

influences as Guha claims, is questionable. This point will become obvious in the course of the analysis in the 
following sections. 

670 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 178. 

237 

                                                 



 
 

the Chipko.671  I argue that in failing to regard the influence of Gandhian inspiration behind the 

Chipko Movement as well as eschewing the reasons behind the ecological turn of the Chipko, 

Guha’s version neglects the roles played by Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in the movement’s 

growth and evolution. 

The increased participation of women in the movement, following the demonstrations 

at Reni, led scholars like Vandana Shiva to take an eco-feminist approach to the Chipko 

Movement.672 In Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development, Shiva argues that modern 

economic development is a genre of neo-colonialism that exploits both women and nature. Her 

ecofeminist analysis leads her to describe commercial forestry as essentially “masculinist” 

representing the narrow interests of “western patriarchy” and hence, “reductionist in 

intellectual content and ecological impact.”673 The women of the hills according to Shiva are 

the natural protectors and conservers of ecological life in forestry and agriculture and hence, 

the women most pervasively and concretely experience destruction of forests. Shiva also refers 

to Hindu religious tradition where nature is symbolized as Prakriti and is an expression of 

Shakti, the feminine primordial energy. The ecological crisis, she avers, is the result of the 

subjugation of this feminine principle in favor of an anti-life and patriarchal mal-

development.674 This feminist portrayal of Chipko as a movement “to protect nature from the 

greed of men” has captured the attention of other academics like Jain and Dwivedi.675 

671 Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain Context,” 299. 
672 Vandana Shiva, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival in India (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 

1988). 
673 Ibid., 60-61. 
674 Ibid., 6. 
675 Onkar Prasad Dwivedi, “Dharmic Ecology,” in Hinduism and Ecology: The Intersection of Earth, Sky, 

and Water, ed. Christopher Key Chapple and Mary Evelyn Tucker (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2000), 
19; Onkar Prasad Dwivedi and Lucy Reid, “Women and the Sacred Earth: Hindu and Christian Ecofeminist 
Perspectives,” Worldviews 11, no. 3 (2007): 305-323; Shobita Jain, “Standing up for Trees: Women’s Role in the 
Chipko Movement,” in Women and the Environment: A Reader – Crisis and Development in the Third World, ed. 
Sally Sontheimer (London: Earthscan, 1991): 163-178. 
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Such “simplistic,” “largely unrealistic” and “romantic” depiction of Chipko and 

women’s role in it has received trenchant and substantial critiques by many scholars.676 Shiva’s 

interpretation of Chipko as a woman’s movement is mainly based on the large-scale 

participation of women in the movement. However, this in and of itself does not tell if such 

participation was indeed informed and motivated by women’s issues like gendered rights or 

exploitation, or if the movement’s agenda included such gendered concerns. Other feminist 

scholars who have assessed the participation of women in the Chipko, have done so more in 

terms of the peasant women’s need to secure subsistence rather than romantic affinity or 

identification with nature.677 As Mawdsley comments the women of Chipko “fought to prevent 

the complete clearance of their forest as a functional livelihood strategy, not because of a 

desire to retain or return to some pristine ‘traditional’ village life.”678 Shiva’s essentializing of 

the Chipko women into a single collapsible category also fails to acknowledge their social, 

political, and economic roles and identities and the complexity of the nature of their role in the 

movement itself.679 Guha and Bandyopadhyay have explicitly pointed out that women’s 

participation in the Chipko struggle against commercial forestry drew its sustenance from 

unique gender collaboration rather than opposition or conflict based ideologies or practices.680 

Others have argued that the romanticizing of women in Chipko has reinforced gender 

stereotypes and marginalized women’s voices in areas where they have been active 

676 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 175; Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain 
Context,” 299; Emma Mawdsley, “After Chipko: from environmental to region in Uttaranchal,” (London: Birkbeck 
ePrint, 1998), 7, accessed April 20, 2011, http://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/218/1/mawdsley.pdf.  

677 Mary Mellor, Feminism and Ecology (New York: New York University Press, 1997); Bina Agarwal, 
“The Gender and Environment Debate: Lessons from India,” Feminist Studies 18, no. 1 (1992): 119-158. 

678 Mawdsley, “After Chipko: from environmental to region in Uttaranchal,” 8. 
679 Ibid., 8, 12. 
680 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 175; Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Of Floated Myths and Flouted Realities,” 

Economic and Political Weekly, 34, no. 15 (April 10-16, 1999): 881. 
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participants. 681 It has done little to alter the sexual division of labor in rural hill society or 

reduce the drudgery of women. Instead, it has perpetuated gendered dichotomy of interests that 

divides the subsistence-oriented interests of women with the commercially-oriented interests of 

men.  

Additionally, Vimla Behn, who played a major role in organizing women in the 

Chipko, emphasized that Chipko has to be seen in the context of the material and cultural 

realities of the mountain women’s lives as well as in the context of other regional and social 

movements. She stressed though it is true that women played an important role in the Chipko, 

their participation was in fact related to the groundwork already prepared in the course of the 

preceding Sarvodaya movements. The opposition to the widespread distillation and sale of 

liquor led by the Gandhian Sarvodaya activists and fueled by the participation of rural women 

was the most powerful and prominent of these.682  The ecofeministic view thus suffers from 

reductionism as it fails to see women’s mobilization more holistically in terms of the organic 

growth of the movement.  

Shiva’s work has, however, drawn preliminary attention to the work of Mira Behn and 

Sarala Behn, whom she refers in a list along with several others, “Bimala Behn, Hima Devi, 

Gauri Devi, Gunga Devi, Bachhni Devi, Itwari Devi,” as the “real pillars” of the movement.683 

Thus, while acknowledging the role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, Shiva confuses and conflates 

their role in the movement equating it with other female grassroots participants in the movement. 

Moreover, she perceives all these women as educating and inspiring the male leaders. In doing 

681 Manjari Mehta, “Our lives are no different from that of our buffaloes,” in Feminist Political Economy: 
Global Issues and Local Experiences ed. D. Rocheleau, B. Thomas-Slater, and E. Wangari (London: Routledge, 
1996); Manjari Mehta, “The Invisible Female: Women of the UP Hills,” Himal 4, (September-October, 1991): 13-
15. 

682 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011.  
683 Shiva, Staying Alive, 64-65. 
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so, she relegates the prominent male leaders of the movement, like Sunderlal Bahuguna, Chandi 

Prasad Bhatt, Ghanashyam Sailani, and Dhoom Singh Negi merely to be “students and 

followers”of the women or  as “runners” who conveyed the Chipko message from village to 

village.684 In fact, these male leaders, who were associates of Mira Behn and/or Sarala Behn, 

ideologically and organizationally inspired rural women to participate in the movement through 

the example of their sacrifice and dedication to the cause. 

Scholars who have interpreted Chipko as a religious movement have tended to draw 

from Shiva’s ecofeminist theorizing, focusing primarily on the methods, specific events, and 

actors of the movement. Take for instance, Dwivedi’s argument that the source of Chipko’s 

inspiration is religious, locating its origin in the sixteenth century Bishnoi religious community 

of the arid plains of Rajasthan. The Bishnoi people zealously protect their trees and 

biodiversity as a daily religious duty. In 1731, when the king of Jodhpur sent his soldiers to 

procure wood from the Bishnoi’s forests, three-hundred and sixty three men along with their 

female leader, Amrita Devi sacrificed their lives protecting the trees by hugging them. Dwivedi 

concludes, quite simplistically from this, that the self-sacrifice and dedication of the Bishnois 

became an inspiration to the Chipko’s nonviolent activism. Dwivedi was not the first to suggest 

this connection. Bahuguna himself first invoked it in his articles during the later years of 

Chipko agitations in Tehri Garhwal.685 Later, scholars like Shiva restated and popularized the 

684 Shiva, Staying Alive, 65, 69. Mawdsley has also argued this point. Mawdsley, “After Chipko: From 
Environmental to Region in Uttaranchal,” 7. 

685 The Bishnoi story may have come to Bahuguna from an early article by Madhav Gadgil published in 
Hindustan Times in 1980. Even St. Barbe Baker, who was fascinated by the Bishnoi story came to know about it 
from Bahuguna only in the 1980s when he visited India and the Chipko villages the second time, not during his 
earlier visit in 1977. Bahuguna also affirmed in an early interview that the history of Bishnoi sacrifice was not 
known to the Chipko when it had spread. Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Saint-Scientist of Twentieth Century,” in The 
Road to Survival, ed. P.K. Uthaman (Kozhikode: Mathrubhumi Books, 2009), 152; Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The 
Forests are Sacred,” interview by Shree Padre, April 22, 1984 in Fire in the Heart Firewood on the Back, 36; 
Sunderlal Bahuguna, Chipko: A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial Relationship between Man and 
Nature (Silyara: Parvatiya Navjeevan Mandal, 1981), 10, 22.  
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idea. The Bishnoi story has been purposely invoked and used to represent Chipko in the light 

of an ecological consciousness that is indigenous and pre-colonial, part of a mainstream Hindu 

culture, which was also embodied in the feminine.686 However, such representations do 

disservice to Chipko’s own history and ecological philosophy. Considering the spatial and 

temporal distance of Jodhpur to Garhwal (556 miles) and the fact that the Bishnoi story came 

to be known only towards the very end of the 70s, it is questionable to conflate the actions of 

Chipko activists with a seventeenth century religious-cultural motivation of the Bishnois. It 

would be both ahistorical and misleading to suggest so.  

The religious treatment of Chipko has led scholars to interpret the Gandhian nonviolent 

approach as illustrative of the practical influences of religion, in particular that of Hinduism, on 

environmental conservation.687 In suggesting that activities of Chipko were grounded in the 

Hindu religion, Dwivedi maintains, “when secular norms fail, one can draw on cultural and 

religious sources for environmental conservation.”688 James has also argued that religiously 

devout acts of protecting trees in the Chipko in the forests of Advani by tying sacred threads 

and reading of sacred texts etc. endorse the idea that the Hindu religion promotes 

environmentally friendly behavior and that Hinduism inspired and grounded the Chipko 

Movement.689 While Chipko participants did use religious symbols and narratives, these were 

used not to establish and warrant that particular Hindu religious values inspire environmental 

protection. Participants I interviewed confirmed that these actions were employed 

instrumentally in furnishing working ideas to induce people’s solidarity and resolve in 

686 Garb Yaakov, “Lost in Translation: Toward a Feminist Account of Chipko,” in Transitions, 
Environment, Translations: Feminisms in International Politics, ed. Joan W. Scott, Cora Kaplan, and Debra Keates 
(New York: Routledge, 1997), 275. 

687 Dwivedi and Reid, “Women and the Sacred Earth,” 308. 
688 Onkar Prasad Dwivedi, India’s Environmental Policies, Programmes and Stewardship (London: 

Macmillan Press, 1997); Dwivedi, “Dharmic Ecology,” in Hinduism and Ecology, 18. 
689 George A James, “Ethical and Religious Dimensions of Chipko Resistance,” in Hinduism and Ecology: 

Intersections of Earth, Sky and Water (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 2000), 511, 526. 
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protecting the trees, and to encourage them to remain in the forests to forfend the fellers.690 It 

would therefore be simplistic to claim that the movement had its sole or primary philosophical 

ground in such values. Moreover, it should be borne in mind that the Chipko was not woven 

around one event at Advani but several, and not all of them had a religious sanction. As Jain 

puts it, the religious significance of Chipko if any, came only at a later stage when such 

symbols were incorporated into it.691  

Another problem with the religious interpretation of Chipko is that it often tends to 

ascribe the source of its nonviolent method of protest and the capacity of its leadership to self-

sacrifice, moral purity, and asceticism to religion, especially to the precepts of Hindu practices 

and only then relate them to Gandhi’s vision. The tendency to call Chipko a Gandhian 

movement more often than not bases itself on such religious reasons, referring to the 

nonviolent method of protest, asceticism, moral forces etc., undermining its sociopolitical, 

organizational, material, and economic base. Larry Shinn for instance, assesses Chipko as 

based on Gandhian philosophy, primarily because of its adherence to truth, nonviolence, and 

self-sacrifice.692 Such accounts embellish the spiritual side of Gandhi, while demoting and 

limiting the nature and scope of Gandhian ideas. Gandhian values of self-sufficiency, 

nonviolence, voluntary simplicity, and selfless public service etc. have a deeper materialist 

reality and a firm basis in the economics of sustainable development than usually accepted or 

understood. Moreover, most Gandhian interpretations of Chipko have been incomprehensive 

firstly by limiting it only to an iconic Gandhi and secondly by misrepresenting the nature of 

690  Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, 
Khadi, October 22, 2011. 

691 Pankaj Jain, Dharma and Ecology of Hindu Communities: Sustenance and Sustainability (Burlington: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2011), 76. 

692 Larry D. Shinn, “The Inner Logic of Gandhian Ecology,” in Hinduism and Ecology ed. Christopher Key 
Chapple and Mary Eveleyn Tucker (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 231-238. 
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leadership by attributing the success of the movement to select celebrated figures. Shinn and 

others for instance attribute the success of Chipko to one protagonist, Chandi Prasad Bhatt.693 

Still others have lionized the role of Sunderlal Bahuguna.694 It is important to understand that 

Chipko was born as a collective process contributed by many individuals, in diverse and 

complementary ways, and throughout Uttarakhand.695 As Bandyopadhyay and Shiva argues, 

the Chipko Movement has “no centralized leadership and therefore cannot be divided into 

‘camps’ led by personalities.”696  

Most of the above scholarly interpretations fall short in generating a comprehensive 

picture of the sustainability consciousness raised by the Chipko Movement. Mawdsley asserts 

that several of these accounts, ecofeminist, peasant-rights-based, religion-motivated etc, are 

“one-dimensional” and “neopopulist” that fail to address the local specificities as well as 

“supra-local” influences that shaped the movement.697 Most of these accounts also rarely 

analyze the reasons for the movement’s decline. Rangan has argued that these various 

interpretations makes Chipko exist today as a “fairy tale, a myth sustained and propagated by a 

few self-appointed spokespeople through conferences, books, and journal articles that eulogize 

it as a social movement, peasant movement, environmental movement, women’s movement, 

693 Shinn, “The Inner Logic of Gandhian Ecology,” 235; Guha, How Much Should A Person Consume? 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 175-189; Mark Shepard, Gandhi Today: A Report on India’s 
Gandhi Movement and Its Experiments in Nonviolence and Small Scale Alternatives (Washington: Simple 
Productions, 2012), 63-80; and Anupam Mishra and Satyendra Tripathi, Chipko Movement: Uttarakahand women’s 
bid to save forest wealth (New Delhi: People’s Action for Development with Justice, 1978). 

694 Thomas Weber, Hugging the Trees: The Story of the Chipko Movement (New Delhi: Penguin, 1989). 
695 While the Gandhian Sarvodaya workers germinated and guided the movement, other non-Gandhian and 

radical groups also had a role to play. For instance, the Uttarakhand Sangharsh Vahini (USV) is a non-Gandhian 
organization that opposed forest felling between 1974-78 in the Kumaon hills. 

696 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay and Vandana Shiva, “Chipko: Communication,” Seminar 336, (August 1987): 
42. 

697 Mawdsley, “After Chipko: From Environment to Region in Uttaranchal,” 12. 
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Gandhian movement.”698 In Of Myths and Movements: Rewriting Chipko into Himalayan 

History, Rangan maintains that these “persuasive fictions” created and perpetuated by 

intellectuals and the movement itself, pay insufficient attention to mountain people’s 

aspirations for better economic control of their forests. She indicates that with growing 

popularity of the movement, questions of survival and livelihood of local communities got 

buried under the polemic and rhetoric over deforestation and ecology.699 In Forest Futures: 

Global Representations and Ground Realities in the Himalayas, Linkenbach has build on 

Rangan’s points on the external “mythologizing” of Chipko revealing the gap between ground 

realities and populist representations. She has indicated how global and national fame earned 

by the movement has silenced local voices and demands while urban, elitist nonlocal narratives 

appropriated and subverted the grassroots local agendas.700 

The above critics have rightly argued that the various disciplinary and ideological lenses 

through which scholars have analyzed and interpreted Chipko have led them to focus on only 

one aspect of the movement while ignoring others. In contrast to those who have focused on the 

success of the movement, these critics have revealed how behind its much-talked about 

“success” story lie a darker reality of the movement failing to live up to its original demands. 

However, the critics have not indicated how fragmentary representations of Chipko overlook the 

nature and source of the unique consciousness of sustainability articulated by the movement.  

In locating the nature and source of the consciousness of sustainability in the Chipko 

movement, we need to ask some vital questions.  For instance, why should such a movement to 

698 Haripriya Rangan, “Romancing the Environment: Popular Environmental Action in the Garhwal 
Himalayas,” in In Defense of Livelihood: Comparative Studies on Environmental Action, ed. John Friedmann and 
Haripriya Rangan (Connecticut: Kumarian Press, 1993), 158. 

699 Rangan, “Romancing the Environment,” 158; Haripriya Rangan, Of Myths and Movements: Rewriting 
Chipko Into Himalayan History (London: Verso, 2000), 41. 

700 Antje Linkenbach, Forest Futures: Global Representations and Ground Realities in the Himalayas 
(London: Orient Blackswan, 2007). 
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protect forests occur in the Garhwal and Kumaon Himalaya when deforestation was a pervasive 

phenomenon along the entire Himalayan region? Why did it not emerge at an earlier date? 

Moreover, why did it fail to continue after its success in the 80s? Answers to these questions 

unveil the story so long neglected by environmental historians, the crucial roles of Mira Behn 

and Sarala Behn in inspiring, shaping, and catalyzing the Chipko Movement in rural 

Uttarakhand. The following section takes a serious look into the evolution of the movement to 

address these questions and thus the role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in engendering the 

ecological message of the Chipko. 

 

5.4  The Ecological Foundations of the Chipko Movement: Contributions of Mira Behn and 

Sarala Behn 

As indicated before, the Chipko Movement has two phases. The first phase, which 

began in the early 70s, arose from the conflicts over forest resources similar in purpose to the 

early nonviolent forest struggles of the 1930s. Although concerned with the survival of the 

agripastoral economy of the local people against commercial interests, the movement even in 

its early phase evinced some awareness of local environmental problems such as the ecological 

destabilization of the hills. This sets it apart from the early forest struggles of the 1930s. 

However, the second phase of the movement, which emerged in 1977, revealed a far more 

sophisticated ecological sensitivity highlighting for the first time, the ecological role of 

mountain forests. This is evident in the now-famous slogan of the movement: “What do the 

forests bear? Soil, water, and pure air.”  

 In this section, I argue that the early ecological consciousness in Chipko reflects the 

teachings of Mira Behn. The growth of Chipko in the later years, which led to its recognition as 
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a prominent environmental movement in the world, owes much of its intellectual merit to 

Sarala Behn. I begin this section with a brief discussion on Mira Behn’s role in generating the 

early consciousness about ecology and sustainable forestry practices in Uttarakhand. This 

follows a description of the emergence of the first phase of the movement and the role of Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn in it. The third section enquires into the roots of sustainability 

consciousness in the second phase of Chipko and offers a detailed analysis of the origin of the 

famous Chipko slogan. I argue that the source of such consciousness of ecological 

sustainability was the direct contributions of Sarala Behn. Finally, I discuss why and how the 

transformations inculcated by the Chipko movement came to a halt after its success in the 80s. 

I emphasize how the organizational strength of the movement suffered a tragic breakdown 

following certain rifts within the movement and especially the death of Sarala Behn. I conclude 

with a brief section recapitulating the significance of the role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in 

creating a new consciousness of sustainability in the context of mountain transformations. I 

have endeavored to focus only on those events of Chipko which throw light on the role of Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn. 

 

5.4.1 Mira Behn and Himalayan Deforestation: Early Consciousness about Ecological 

Sustainability and Rise of the Chipko Movement 

In August 1949, following the end of the British rule the Tehri Garhwal region became a 

part of the Indian Union and a district of the state of Uttar Pradesh. In post-independence India, 

the state-run Forest Department retained the colonial practices of scientific forestry by and large. 

It is interesting to note in this context, that while the nationalists opposed the imperial state they 
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shared the key ideas of colonial statist forestry practices.701 Statist planned development in 

modern India thus dictated “an agenda of guarded capitalist development” and “scientific and 

bureaucratic rationality” that incorporated the basic precepts of the colonial policy.702 As a 

result, areas under reserved forests increased over the years causing further marginalization and 

discontent amongst the village communities.703  

During this time,  Mira Behn, who was at Pashulok Ashram at the foothills of the 

Himalaya busy developing her animal husbandry farm, noticed with much consternation that 

floods from upstream catchment areas seem to be getting worse year by year. Mira Behn was 

keenly aware of the cause. In 1946, while studying land erosion, degradation, and agricultural 

problems in the then United Provinces, she had warned the Interim government about the 

consequences of land and water development policies leading to deforestation in the mountains 

and soil erosion and floods in the plains. She undertook extensive field studies in the 

mountains through which she perceived the problems of land use change and impact on local 

environment and the socioeconomic life of the hill people.704  

The sight of the disastrous floods at the foothills, wrote Mira Behn, “led me each 

summer to investigate the area north of Pashulok whence they came. Merciless deforestation as 

well as cultivation of profitable pines in place of broad-leaf trees was clearly the cause.”705  In 

her 1950 essay that carried a striking title, “Something wrong in the Himalaya,”706 Mira Behn 

pointed out this growing incidence of improper land use change in the Himalaya and ecological 

degradation. She observed that while forests were being destroyed, it was not just a matter of 

701 Subir Sinha, “Development Counter-Narratives: Taking Social Movements Seriously,” in Regional 
Modernities, ed. K. Sivaramakrishnan and Arun Agarwal (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2003), 292-293.  

702 Ibid., 293-94. 
703 Rangan, Of Myths and Movements, 128-9. 
704 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Hills and Vales,” Hindustan Times, December 22, 1947, Petra Kreuzer Private 

Collection. 
705 Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 296. 
706 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalaya.” 
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cutting down trees, but the Forest Department’s shortsighted commercial forestry practices that 

converted native species of Banj (oak) into monocultures of chir pine, the latter being much in 

demand as a source of resin and timber.707 Mira Behn revealed that the oak forests have a high 

water-retaining, soil-stabilizing, and humus-forming capacity in contrast to the chir forests 

where thin soil, a lack of undergrowth, and poor canopy and leave the mountain slopes exposed 

to the onslaught of monsoons. She stressed that the deliberate and “deadly changeover” in 

native species was not only ecologically unwise but also socially unjust as it significantly 

impacted the economy of the local peasants. She maintained that the deterioration of the oak 

forests is related to the loss of community control of the forests. As it happens with increased 

state control and supervision, and especially with growing commercial orientation of the Forest 

Department, the peasants were ultimately left with little long-term interest in the maintenance 

of the forest cover. At Gopal Ashram in Tehri Garhwal, Mira Behn gathered firsthand accounts 

and recollections of the village elderly who spoke about Tehri Garhwal being formerly rich in 

broad-leaved species such as oak and rhododendron. Garhwali folk songs for instance, contain 

repeated allusions in praise of such trees and even instructions on not cutting the young 

trees.708 These songs, observed Mira Behn, also portrayed rich and bountiful images of a 

content peasant life, surrounded by thick forests of oak, verdant grasslands, and fertile fields 

with plenty of cattle and overflowing pails of milk.709 “The very opposite is the picture of 

today,” she exclaimed ruefully. The ecological degeneration and acute poverty of the 

highlanders she identified, was a direct consequence of loss of community control of forests 

707 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalaya. 
708 Rameshwar Brahmachari quoted several Garhwali songs, which he recalled Mira Behn frequently 

alluded to at Gopal ashram when emphasizing the role that forests played in people’s lives in the hills. Rameshwar 
Brahamachari of Rishikesh, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 30, 2011. 

709 Mira Behn, “The Himalayan Frontier,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 160. 
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and the emergence of commercial forestry practices that promoted fast-growing, invasive 

species like the chir pine at the cost of the native oak. 

Through detailed and regularly paced articles written for the press in the late 40s and the 

50s, Mira Behn brought the environmental crisis of the Himalayas to the forefront of public 

attention.710 She spoke out against the Forest Department’s propagation of chir pine, at the 

expense of far more ecologically productive trees for local agroforestry practices. She urged the 

Forest Department to take immediate steps to reestablish the Banj in its natural habitat (5000-

8000 feet contour line) and to limit the spread of the chir pine below the 5000. Her suggestion 

was a constructive intervention in the Himalayan land use by nurturing a belt of broadleaved 

vegetation zone that can catch and absorb the rain, regulate water flow, conserve soil and 

regenerate the local economy. She also insisted that proper management and conservation efforts 

must be democratic, equitable, and decentralized, involving the active cooperation of the 

villagers and local constructive workers and the forest department. Sound and cooperative 

forestry practices with the aid of local constructive workers, reasoned Mira Behn, can provide for 

ecologically balanced and sustainable lopping practices, protection of the rain-catching oak zone, 

and even support revenue obtained from chir timber and resin if kept within limits.711 

Mira Behn’s repeated entreaties and advice to the government to change the commercial 

forest policy in the Himalaya in favor of a locally-oriented one, however was a cry in the 

wilderness. The U.P. Government turned down her efforts to bring changes to the National 

Forest Policy of 1952.712 The short-term profit oriented forestry policy of the Indian Forest 

710 Mira Behn, “Deforestation, Water-Logging, and Soil Erosion,”The Hindustan Times, June 5, 1950; Mira 
Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” Harijan (January 13, February 24, June 9, June 30, July 7, and July 28 of 1951), in 
Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 100-112; Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas,” Hindustan 
Times, December 18, 1950; Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks,” The Statesman Independence Day Supplement, August 
15, 1958, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

711 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas”; Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks.”  
712 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
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Department of the 1950s focused on industrial wood production, was loth to protect the oak, 

which yields no revenue of timber and resin. For the next two decades, the Forest Department 

not only continued doggedly its “scientific forestry” practices of promoting pine monocultures 

but also initiated a program of clear felling of pines to meet the growing commercial and 

industrial demands. Between 1950 and 1970, the annual turnout of sawn chir pinewood from the 

mountain forests to factories in the plains surged from 87000 to 200,000 cubic meters.713 Mira 

Behn’s words of caution and call for the creation of “a new outlook and a new energy” to protect 

the Himalayan soil, water, and forests and hence the catchment basin of the Ganga was perhaps 

too precocious for an age steeped in Nehruvian developmental discourse.714 However, with the 

growing incidences of floods and landslides in the subsequent years the import of her message 

on the causal connection between mass-felling operations and increasing soil erosion and floods 

became clear. 

Mira Behn was the first to establish the link between Himalayan land-use change and 

ecological stability and amongst the foremost to advocate the principles of participatory and 

democratic forest management. Even though her insights and arguments did not have any 

impact on state policy dominated by centralized control and commercialized practices, her 

critique of the so called “scientific forestry” of the Forest Department and her arguments for 

democratic forest management and ecological land use were revived in the 1970s by the 

Chipko movement. Mira Behn’s lessons on ecology and forestry practices were passed on to 

her close aides like Sunderlal Bahuguna and Ghanshyam Sailani, people of Tehri Garhwal who 

visited her regularly at Gopal Ashram. Her active interest and knowledge of the scientific 

nature of agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, and village industries had a direct 

713 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 140. 
714 Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks.” 
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foundational influence on these people and their followers such as Chandi Prasad Bhatt. 

Bahuguna came to know Mira Behn during his work as general secretary of the Praja Mandal 

in 1948. He had met Mira Behn at Pashulok and then worked closely with her at Gopal Ashram 

assisting her in the Hindi translation of Bapu Raj Patrika as well as in the Bhilangana 

Community Development project. The latter, as I discussed earlier, was an integrated rural 

development program based on agriculture, forestry, and animal husbandry, which Mira Behn 

had planned for the development of Tehri Garhwal. While bureaucratic hurdles stymied this 

project as well, the seeds of her ideas remained alive, waiting for its articulation in and through 

the work of some earnest Sarvodaya workers.  

Mira Behn’s presence in the Himalaya her great concern about the forests, soil, and 

water resources of the mountains, expressed through her tireless writings, and the pioneering 

work she did in spreading environmental consciousness in Garhwal, served as the 

philosophical backdrop of Chipko’s demands for ecological conservation. The Gandhian 

Kamla Chowdhry, in the 1985 documentary, Hugging Trees: Mira Behn and the Demolition of 

Forests in the Himalayas, affirmed that the ecological message of the movement was “in some 

way directly linked to Mira Behn’s presence in the Himalayas and her great concern about the 

forests”… “She was saying, exactly what various people are now saying with maybe greater 

statistics…” 715 Indeed, Mira Behn’s followers, particularly Bahuguna, transferred her 

ecological concepts on Himalayan deforestation that highlighted the depletion of spring water, 

erosion of top soil, and unregulated flow patterns in rivers, into the Chipko. Dhoom Singh 

715 Bäume umarmen: Mira Behn und die Waldzerstӧrung im Himalaya [Hugging trees: Mira Behn and the 
demolition of forests in the Himalayas] directed by Gotz Hagmuller and Ludmilla Hungerhuber (ORF, Interspot 
Film, 1985), Windows Media Player video file, 0:57, accessed November 27, 2010, 
http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-
bin/gm/gm.cgi?action=view&link=Video/Productions/Documentaries/Miscellaneous/German&image=VIPRDOMI
GE0040.flv&img=&tt=flv. 
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Negi, one of the key leaders of the Chipko, and inspired by Bahuguna and his environmental 

thought, told me that Bahuguna emphasized the importance of protecting forests since the late 

fifties and early sixties when they came to know each other.716  

Another prominent Chipko activist, Ghanshyam Raturi also received his first 

inspiration from Mira Behn. Her teachings on the ideals of Sarvodaya, the need to fight social 

evils like untouchability, selling of brides, animal sacrifice, alcoholism, and the need to 

regenerate and protect forests had a profound influence on Raturi. Interestingly Raturi, who 

was a Hindu priest, left his career to join Gandhian constructive work, an unusual thing for a 

priest to do in those days.717 For the artistically minded Raturi, who became known as Sailani, 

the wandering poet-singer, such inspiration effused in the form of folk poetry, which he 

composed to raise awareness amongst people about social issues and the environment. Many 

acknowledge Sailani as the “moving spirit” behind the Chipko Movement.718 The success of 

Chipko in enforcing changes in forest policy cannot be separated from the  awareness 

spreading work initiated by Mira Behn’s followers, whether through writing, activism, or 

through songs and poetry. 

 

5.4.2  Early Organization and Emergence of the Chipko Movement  

As discussed in Chapter 4, in the period following the departure of Mira Behn from the 

Himalayas, the message of Gram Swaraj through Bhave’s Bhoodan-Gramdan movement began 

spreading rapidly in the Himalayan region. Along with this rising tide of people’s participation 

in the land-gift movement, the organizational base of people began developing, now under the 

716 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 2, 2011. 
717 Kaushalya Raturi, interview by author, Gangoli, May 11, 2011. 
718 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial Relationship 

between Man and Nature (Silyara: Chipko Information Center, 1981), 6. 
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guidance of Sarala Behn. The formation of the Gandhian Brotherhood, the Uttarakhand 

Sarvodaya Mandal in 1961 was a major milestone in this regard. The Brotherhood was 

organized around four key issues related to the hills: the organization of women’s power (stri 

shakti jagaran), struggle against alcoholism (madya nishedh), the struggle for forest rights, and 

the setting up of local forest-based small industries (van-adharit udyog).719 These four key 

imperatives were interrelated and formed an essential part of the meetings and activities of the 

Sarvodaya Brotherhood. Of these, empowering of women was a key priority since organized 

and conscious hill women could effectively combat alcoholism and fight the degradation of 

forests, two issues that deeply affect their lives.720  

In the 1962 came the Indo-China war, following which road construction in the hills 

increased. Rising accessibility brought with it social ills of alcoholism in the hills as well as the 

exploitation of ecological resources for export to the plains. The Sarvodaya workers felt the 

urgent need to build the moral and defense potential of the people in the border areas through 

basic community organization. In 1963, they established the Seema Khetra Samanvay Samiti 

or Border Area Coordination Committee for social and economic transformation through 

Gandhian constructive activities. This added to the organizational strength of the Sarvodaya 

Brotherhood.721 During this time, mountain women under Sarala Behn’s inspiration led a 

successful campaign to introduce alcohol prohibition in the hills. With regard to the struggle 

for forest rights, the Sarvodaya Brotherhood perceived the need for establishing forest based 

small industries, as a local response to the commercial exploitation of forest products by timber 

merchants from the plains. The idea was to obviate the capitalists by creating employment for 

719 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 4, 2011. 
720 Ibid.  
721 Yogesh Bahuguna, “Uttarakhand me rachanatmak andolan ki kuch samasyaein aur bhavi dishayein,” 

[Some problems and future visions of constructive movement in Uttarakhand] in Uttarakhand Smarika [Souvenir of 
Uttarakhand] ed. Yogesh Chandra Bahuguna (Chamba: Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal, 1969), 2. 
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the local youth and thus counter the problem of rural flight. Conscious of the significance of 

forests for the local economy and the harm that intense commercial operations could bring to 

local agriculture and industry, members of the Brotherhood under Sarala Behn’s leadership 

decided to make forest preservation a major area of work.722 Sarvodaya workers like Sunderlal 

Bahuguna and Chandi Prasad Bhatt began training and organizing laborers to generate local 

employment and support the cause of sustainable village economies. However, given the 

geopolitical sensitivity of the Uttarakhand region, there appeared a greater need to organize 

and expand constructive activities more extensively throughout Uttarakhand to create a 

decentralized, self-sufficient, and contented peasantry base. To integrate such local 

employment generating units with the overarching goals of Gram Swaraj and the Sarvodaya 

movement for Gramdan, Sarala Behn came up with a scheme for the Sarvodaya Brotherhood to 

establish village service centers at the level of the development block.723  

This campaign was taken up on a large-scale in the areas where girls trained at Lakshmi 

Ashram worked, or around the ashrams founded by village workers associated with Mira Behn 

and/or Sarala Behn. Under the coordination of Sarala Behn, Sarvodaya workers found eight 

service centers for constructive work in Uttarakhand, each of which was a block level 

organization called a sangh. Owing to their commitment to the Gandhian ideal of village self-

reliance, these service centers were called Swaraj Sanghs. These constructive organizations 

established in the early 60s in eight hill districts were: Dashauli Gram Swaraj Sangh, Manora 

Gram Swaraj Sangh, Berinag Gram Swaraj Sangh, Chamba Gram Swaraj Sangh, Purola Gram 

Swaraj Sangh, Takula Gram Swaraj Sangh, Kathyur Gram Swaraj Sangh, and Gangotri Gram 

722 Weber, Hugging Trees, 43. In November 1966 at Joshimath, there was an important meeting of all 
constructive organizations in Uttarakhand. This meeting agreed that the Sarvodaya Brotherhood under Sarala Behn’s 
guidance would act as the agency of coordination and motivation for all constructive work in the hills.Yogesh 
Bahuguna, “Is prakashan ke baare mein,” [About this publication] inUttarakhand smarika, 2-3. 

723 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 253. One block consists of circa fifty to sixty villages. 
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Swaraj Sangh.724These block level service centers aimed to reach out to the interior villages in 

the block to “organize people’s power through local initiatives for local development.”725 Their 

agenda included integrated rural constructive work such as women’s empowerment, 

prohibition of alcohol, education and removal of untouchability, socioeconomic equality 

through Gramdan, and development of decentralized village industries such as spinning and 

weaving, craftsmaking, forest-based industries etc. Service centers focused on the latter 

developed sawmills and resin factories for the processing of forest products. Notably, in a 

timely article written on the subject of social work in the Himalaya, Mira Behn had urged local 

Sarvodaya workers that growth of forestry and forest-based industries should be the 

cornerstone of hill development.726 

The objectives of these locally based van-adharit udyog or forest-based industries were 

twofold: First, to enable highlanders make their living from natural resources of the forests 

rather than let outside contractors make a business out of it. Second, to reverse the growing 

trend of village youths to earn a living in the plains and thus alleviate the work burden on 

women.727 The overall aim was to create and sustain autonomous and decentralized village 

communities and hence, a new social order that reduces statist influence and control. However, 

these local forest based carpentry and resin-making units were still not talking of protecting the 

ecology of the forests per se, but use of forest products by local people for local self-reliance 

and regeneration of the village society. 

724 Yogesh Chandra Bahuguna, ed. Uttar ki shikharon mein chetana ki ankur,129-130; Sadan Mishra, 
“Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 2012 ko shraddhanjali ke do shabd” [A tribute to Sarala Behn on her 
death anniversary, 8th of July] (speech at Sarala Behn’s death anniversary, Kausani, Almora, July 8, 2012).   

725 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 253. 
726 Mira Behn, “Himalay ki simayein,” [The Himalayan frontier] in Uttarakhand Smarika, 24. This article 

was originally written for the Seminar on “Social Work in the Himalaya,” held at Delhi School of Social Work, 
University of Delhi, December 21-24, 1967.  

727 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 3, 2011.  
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Unfortunately, these small forest-based industries were unable to compete with the 

political and pecuniary power of the contractor system of forest felling for timber and resin.728 

The people soon became discontent over the discriminatory practices of the contractor system 

soliciting vested interests over those of the local forest industries. This situation led the local 

Sarvodaya leaders resolve to organize for forest rights. From 1967 onwards, the Sarvodaya 

activists began observing Tilari Martyr’s Day as Van Divas or Forest Day. The first observance 

was organized at Barkot in Uttarkashi to remind hill people of their past struggles for forest 

rights. In May 30 the following year, Bahuguna prepared a declaration on behalf of the people, 

on mountain development and forest policy, which became a fundamental document of the 

Chipko movement.729 This document stated the importance of forests thus: “for us hill people, 

these forests have been the foundation of our very existence and livelihood. The poorest of the 

poor draws sustenance and living from its produce. These forests provide us fuel for warmth in 

winter and cool shade in the hot summer.”730 The declaration firmly espoused the cause of the 

forest labor cooperatives as significant not only for the local economy, but also as a positive 

step to end the exploitative contractor system and establish people’s democracy. It highlighted 

that prosperity of life in the hills is not dependent on increasing industrialization, but 

development of the two most important economic activities of the hills, agriculture and animal 

husbandry. “Anything beyond these would mean destruction of the forests and thereafter 

disaster.”731 Thus, this early demand of the mountain people was primarily to protest the 

discrimination against local industries as well as the protection of their basic household needs, 

ideas inspired by Gandhian economic and political philosophy of village self-reliance and 

728 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 142-143. 
729 Vimla Bahuguna, “The Chipko Movement,” A Space Within the Struggle, 115. 
730 Kunwar Prasoon, “Chipko Andolan shuru kaise hua?” [How did the Chipko Movement begin?] in 

Chipko, 5. 
731 Ibid., 7. 
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village independence. This early phase of the movement was precisely an expression of the 

program of village development in the hills shaped by Mira Behn and Sarala Behn. 

The protests for forest rights gained an ecological dimension especially in the wake of 

the devastating flood in the Alakananda valley in 1970 when the raging torrents of the 

Alakananda washed away the entire village of Belakuchi. Although this kind of flood was the 

result of a cloudburst, a meteorological phenomenon connected with the monsoon regime, the 

scale of devastation created by the floods left a deep impression in the minds of the hill folk. 

The floodwater inundated nearly forty square miles of land, washed away six metal bridges and 

sixteen footbridges, destroyed 604 houses and 500 acres of productive cropland and killed 

hundreds of people and animals. One hundred and eighty-six miles downstream, the 

floodwaters deposited heavy silt which blocked the Upper Ganga canal and affected farm 

output of Western U.P. for the year. 732 Bhatt and Bahuguna, along with other Gandhian 

leaders I interviewed, recalled Mira Behn’s teachings highlighting the causal link between 

large-scale exploitation of forests for commercial purposes and increasing soil erosion and 

floods. In fact, the 1970 floods had to be seen in the context of the massive road construction 

and commercial forestry practices during the previous decades that exposed hill slopes. While 

many such large landslide events are natural biophysical processes as argued by other 

scientists,733 the human element cannot be overlooked as barren slopes become more 

vulnerable to the onslaught of heavy rain inducing increased sediment mobilization through 

732 Chandi Prasad Bhatt, “The Chipko Andolan: Forest Conservation Based on People’s Power,” 
Environment and Urbanization 2, no. 7 (April 1, 1990): 9; Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 156. 

733 Lawrence S. Hamilton and Peter N. King, Tropical Forested Watersheds (Boulder: Westview, 1983); 
Michael Thompson, Michael Warburton, and Tom Hatley, Uncertainty on a Himalayan Scale: An Institutional 
Theory of Environmental Perception and a Strategic Framework for the Sustainable Development of the Himalayas 
(London: Ethnographica: Milton Ash Publications, 1986); Jack D. Ives, Himalayan Perceptions: Environmental 
Change and the Well-Being of Mountain Peoples (London: Routledge, 2004). 
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soil erosion, gullying, and shallow landslides.734 Locally, this erosion of top soil is important 

agriculturally. Lectures by Chipko leaders during this period along with the reality of the 

devastating floods that they experienced, helped people understand the causal connection 

between environmental degradation and deforestation in the Himalayas.735 People also 

witnessed it directly since some of the most affected villages were directly below slopes where 

tree felling was going on rapaciously.736  

Such incidents repeated in districts such as Uttarkashi, Tehri, and Almora in the 

following years.737 As Sarala Behn observed, “We are suffering the fruits of the carelessness 

and shortsightedness of the government forest policy. Rainfall is becoming very irregular. For 

days and weeks on end it remains dry, to be followed by heavy rain. The dry, bare 

mountainsides lack the power to absorb such sudden, heavy rain.”738 All this implied grave 

consequences for cultivation and water supply, an argument ingeminated by Mira Behn two 

decades back. Concern for Himalayan ecological conservation continued after Mira Behn. In 

one of her earliest articles on the topic, Sarala Behn reiterated Mira Behn’s observations 

cautioning how deterioration of native broad-leaved oak woods affect not only agriculture and 

animal husbandry but also “the problems of rainfall, erosion, natural water shortage, irrigation, 

and indundation throughout the Gangetic plain.”739 Activists of the Gram Swaraj Sanghs thus 

began pondering Mira Behn’s early warnings on the growing problem of deforestation, floods, 

734 Current scientific studies endorse Mira Behn’s observation and the local people’s belief on the causal 
linkages between floods and anthropogenically induced deforestation in the Alakananda watershed. Both 
deforestation and climatogenic causes (cloudburst) were responsible for the flood. Naresh Rana, Sunil Singh, 
Y.P.Sundriyal, and Navin Juyal, “Recent and past floods in the Alakananda valley: causes and consequences,” 
Current Science 105, no. 9 (November 10, 2013), 1210-1211. 

735 Desmond Mahony, “The Chipko Movement: Villagers attitudes to a social forestry project,” Himalaya: 
Man and Nature (February-March 1982): 20. 

736 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 156; “Tehri jangal nilami se janta ashantusht,” [People dissatisfied with 
forest auction] Himalaya News Round Up (February 1973-74), 5. 

737 Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial Relationship between 
Man and Nature, 12. 

738 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 266. 
739 Sarlaben (Sarala Behn), “Cultivation on the Himalayas,” Bhoodan (March 2, 1963): 354. 
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and breakdown of the local economy of the Himalayan peasants. As Bahuguna explained, “The 

philosophical foundation of the Chipko was laid very early by Mira Behn. The movement came 

much later in Uttarakhand. As I began thinking how to address the poverty of the hills, I 

gradually realized that the solution lies in saving the forests.”740 Writing in the nationalist 

weekly of Dehradun, Yugvaani and monthly journal Sarvodaya, Bahuguna echoed Mira Behn’s 

counsel of living in harmony and in friendship with nature, and reminded people of her advice 

that protection of dense oak forests in the catchment areas of small rivers and streams was 

critical to regulate flow in the larger rivers. This was the key to the prosperity not only of the 

hills but also the plains, for national security, and for the wellbeing of future generations.741  

We have noted earlier that people’s power as a regulator of public policy was growing 

in the hills along with the organization of women under Sarala Behn’s influence. The 

movement against alcoholism in the sixties decade was a burning instance of the immense 

potential for organization and entrepreneurship of the people of Uttarakhand. Sarvodaya 

workers perceived the urgency for uniting and organizing people of the hills to promote 

community action for social and economic transformation. However, they realized this could 

be possible only under the guidance and coordination of Sarala Behn.742 As Bahuguna 

conceded, Sarala Behn’s devoted service in the hills “for the cause of hill women has shown us 

the path. All that remains now is to follow it.”743 Thus, in 1968, Sarala Behn was appointed the 

chairperson of the Uttarakhand Khadi and Village Industries Advisory Committee, following 

which organization of constructive social work in Uttarakhand received a fresh fillip.744 

740 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
741 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Bano ka mitra kaun?” [Who is a friend of the forests?] Maitri (October 1972), 3. 
742 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 341. 
743 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Some Problems of Garhwal and Kumaon,” 94. 
744 Omprakash Agrawal, “Sarala Behn: jivan kram” [The various stages of Sarala Behn’s life] in Uttar ke 

shikharon mein chetana ke ankur, 137; Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 

260 

                                                 



 
 

Meanwhile, the movement against alcoholism ended in 1971. Thus, the social, political, and 

organizational environment of the hill region was already ripe for the genesis of another 

people’s movement, now directed towards the protection of natural resources. 

The forest issue came to a head when the government leased forestland to a contractor 

of a large turpentine and resin factory in Bareilly on the plains, increasing its quota for pine 

resin while cutting back both the share and lease period for small factories ran by the Gram 

Swaraj Sanghs.745 In October 1971, led by Sarala Behn and Chandi Prasad Bhatt of the 

Dashauli Gram Swaraj Sangh (DGSS) a large demonstration convened at Gopeshwar to protest 

against the discriminatory forest policies and for local use rights of forests.746 To bring a 

complete change to the forest policy, the Sarvodaya activists launched a series of processions, 

the first of which was on December 11, 1972 at Purola of Yamuna valley, the site related to the 

1930 Tilari dhandak. The second took place the next day at Uttarkashi. Thereafter, the chief 

coordinators of these rallies, Sunderlal Bahuguna, Chandi Prasad Bhatt, and Ghanshyam 

Sailani decided to go to Gopeshwar. On the morning of the 13th, they hired a jeep and stopped 

at the office of Khadi Commission at Rudraprayag for the night. Sailani, who was the 

wellspring of inspiration in the movement against alcoholism through his soul stirring folk 

songs, now felt impelled to compose again. Perceiving the threat on the local people’s 

livelihood and the injustice of discriminatory government policies, the deeply wounded artist 

began pouring out his heart at midnight, as he composed an insightful poem in Garhwali. The 

following is a translation of excerpts from this twenty-two line poem, which became the logos 

of the movement: 

 

745  Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 5, 2011; Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, 
Khadi, October 22, 2011.   

746 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 156. 
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Wake up, brothers and friends, let us organize! 
We shall protect our forests from the State policy. 
………………………………………………….. 
From our forests, the capitalists mint money 
While hill children clean utensils in the plains. 
There is a resin factory today at Bareilley  
It has devoured all local units of resin. 
…………………….………………... 
Hug (Chipko) the Trees! 
Save them from being felled! 
The wealth of our forests 
Save them from being looted! 747 
 

The poem came with a clear message and call for collective action in the nonviolent 

way. It also distinctly expresses a conflict between local agripastoral economy and the 

economy of commercial forestry. The next day, on December 15, as the team prepared to leave 

for Gopeshwar, Sailani got up on the roof of the bus with his harmonium, and started singing 

the song, now put to poignant music.748 At the meeting organized at Gopeshwar, Sailani sang 

his poem again and gave the clarion call to the people to hug the trees to protect them from 

commercial felling. Thus, this movement gained its name: “Chipko.”749 The concept of self-

sacrifice implied in saving the trees by hugging them is close to local Garhwali culture. Negi 

stressed this point:  

In our hill culture, people have similar thoughts about protecting balu (children) and 
dalu (trees). Just like a child is cared for and protected by his/her mother, the trees 
ought to be nurtured and protected. This concept of self-sacrifice in our folk culture 
received new direction when it became joined with Gandhi’s philosophy of 
Satyagraha.750 
 

747 Ghanshyam Sailani, “Chipko,” in Chipko, ed. [Dhoom Singh Negi and S. M. A. Kajmi?] (Amritsar: 
Pingalwara Charitable Trust Society, 2006), 13. 

748 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 3, 2011. 
749 Prasoon, “Chipko Andolan Shuru Kaise Hua?” in Chipko, 8. 
750 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 3, 2011. 
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Sailani’s idea of Chipko had a powerful impact on cultural imagination and collective 

action. When state government awarded contract to Symonds, an Allahabad based sports goods 

company to fell fifty ash trees in the Mandal forests of Chamoli district brusquely denying 

local needs things began moving fast. The Sarvodaya workers at Gopeshwar decided to take 

direct action. On April 24 1973, people assembled at Mandal under Alam Singh Bisht, the 

headman of Mandal village council, and took oaths to protect the trees by hugging them even if 

the axmen “split open their stomachs.”751 The occasion did not arise as traditional village 

drums or nagadas sounded to gather people, demonstrated the solidarity of the village people 

for the cause, and compelled the Symonds Co. to retreat from the Mandal forest.752 Following 

the incident at Mandal, there was a similar demonstration at Phata in the Mandakini valley. 

Women, who had played a distinct role in the alcohol prohibition movement, lost no time in 

coming forward in joining the demonstration. The lumbermen were once again forced to return 

empty handed.  

In 1973, Sarala Behn convened a meeting of the Sarvodaya Brotherhood at Garur of 

Almora in which the ecological issue of landslides and floods were brought to the forefront of 

Chipko struggles. This meeting articulated Chipko’s primary demands such as replacing the 

exploitative contract system of felling with forest labor cooperatives for small forest-based 

industries and reclaiming people’s rights to the use and management of forest resources. Yet, it 

is valuable to note that this meeting brought into light for the first time the need for an 

immediate ban on green felling in the ecologically sensitive catchment areas of the rivers and 

751 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 157; Prasoon, “Chipko Andolan Kaise Shuru Hua?” 10. 
752 Vimla Bahuguna, “The Chipko Movement,” 116. 
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recommended intensive forest regeneration through local participation.753 These environmental 

concerns gained in significance over the next few years.  

On March 26, 1974, when forests of deodar were auctioned at Reni, a village near 

Joshimath in the valley of Alakananda, the participation of women in protecting the forests 

became particularly prominent. Guha reports how forest officials used trickery in persuading 

the men of Reni and Sarvodaya DGSS activists away from their villages, so that the felling 

operations could be undertaken without any resistance. This conspiracy floundered. Gaura 

Devi, the head of the village women’s club quickly mobilized twenty-seven other women to 

drive out the fellers, stating that the forests are their source of wisdom and their mother’s home 

on which depend their very existence.754 In a clever ploy, the women rolled a boulder 

destroying the bridge over a local rivulet that led to the forests, thus foiling any further attempt 

by the laborers to enter the forest. 755 For the most part, the women’s stand was clearly a 

defense of traditional forest rights of mountain peasants.756 However, the role played by 

Govind Singh Rawat, a Chipko activist, who spent time at Reni organizing the villagers and 

informing them about the importance of saving trees to prevent landslides was also crucial 

behind the women’s action.757 Saving the forests at Reni consolidated women and men’s joint 

action, serving as a unique example of gender collaboration in the Chipko.758  

753 Yogesh Bahuguna, email message to author, August 6, 2013; “Manav jaati ki suraksha ke liye vanon ki 
tabahi rok kar ‘Chipko Andolan’ ko safal banaiye,” [For the safeguard of humanity prevent the destruction of forests 
and make ‘Chipko Movement’ a success] (Key points of 1973 Garur Meeting) Himalaya Ke Van (Uttarakhand 
Sarvodaya Mandal, March 1978), 10, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

754 Yogesh Bahuguna, “Chipko Andolan ka jagatik sandarbha” [The global context of the Chipko 
Movement] in Uttar ke shikharon mein chetana ke ankur, 70; Vimla Bahuguna, “You Leave Those Trees Alone!” 
Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

755 Yogesh Bahuguna, “Chipko Andolan ka jagatik sandarbha.” 70. 
756 Guha, The Unquiet Woods, 159-160. 
757 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011; “Chipko Andolan,” Yugvaani, March 24, 

1974; “Chipko Andolan ki safalata: parvatiya vanon ki suraksha ke liye thos kadam” [The success of the Chipko 
Movement: solid measures for the protection of mountain forests], Yugvaani, May 16, 1974. 

758 Bandyopadhyay, “Of Floated Myths and Flouted Realities,” 881. 
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The strong public opinion generated by the Reni incident against auction forced the 

government to pay attention to the people’s demand and to the growing incidences of 

landslides and floods in the hills. Following people’s sustained protests and the Sarvodaya 

Brotherhood’s resolutions there emerged a substantial demand to ban green fellings, end 

excessive resin tapping and the exploitative contractor system, and to ensure a minimum wage 

for the forest laborers.759 Bahuguna went on a fast of fourteen days to protest against the 

exploitation of local laborers and indiscriminate felling by contractors.760  

Soon, the private contractor system was put to an end and in its place the state took 

over all resin extraction and felling operations under the aegis of the Van Nigam or the Uttar 

Pradesh Forest Development Corporation. An investigating committee, the Forest Inquiry 

Committee, headed by botanist Virendra Kumar of Delhi University was set up. It named 

widespread deforestation as one of the causes of destructive floods in the Alakananda 

catchment. This was the “first direct and formal linkage” between Himalayan deforestation and 

ecological stability.761 The findings of the report led to banning of all commercial felling for a 

period of ten years in an area of 463 sq. miles in the upper reaches of the Alakananda. This 

success marked the end of the first phase of the Chipko. 

The philosophy of the Chipko had remained confined until now to protesting felling, 

primarily for local economic and livelihood rights. Chipko activists identified the reasons of 

the destruction of the forests as the result of the government’s commercial policy, the vested 

interests of contractors, and the monopoly of state forest department in forest management. 762 

759 Bharat Dogra, Forests and People: Efforts in the Himalayas to re-establish a protective relationship (A 
Report on the Himalayas) (New Delhi: Bharat Dogra, 1983), 49. 

760 Weber, Hugging the Trees, 47. 
761 Bandyopadhyay, “From Environmental Conflicts to Sustainable Mountain Transformation: Ecological 

Action in the Garhwal Himalaya,” 269. 
762 Yogesh Bahuguna, “Chipko Andolan ka jagatik sandarbha,” 71. 
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Accordingly, in its first phase, the protagonists of the movement had a shibboleth challenging 

the statist forest policy: Aaj Himalaya Ki Yeh Lalkar/Van Par Gaon Ka Adhikar (Today the 

shout of Himalaya is this /the village has right over its forest).763They argued that only local 

communities or forest labor cooperatives had the right to fell trees for promoting forest-related 

industries that revitalized the local economy. They complained that big contractors “ate away 

all benefits from the forests” pointing out that the local hewer received a meager Rs. 4 as 

against the maldhar (contractor) who reaped Rs. 50 from one railway sleeper.764 This ruthless 

exploitation of forest wage laborers under the contract system was widely reported by Chipko 

volunteers. Despite the extremely grueling and exhausting task of felling, hewing, and sawing 

of timber, the laborers received unfair remunerations, had no right for compensation in case of 

injury or death in course of such hazardous work, and lived in hovels under miserable 

conditions. 765 Considering all these issues, the objectives of the movement in its first phase, 

focused primarily on socioeconomic justice, viz. replacement of the exploitative outside 

contractor system with local forest labor cooperatives, settlement of minimum wages for forest 

laborers, protection of villager’s forest rights, and subsidized supply of raw materials to local 

forest industries.766 Ecological considerations per se, like those about soil and water 

conservation in the hills were still not articulated or developed to attract public attention. Even 

reforestation measures were undertaken with the idea that it was all a matter of planting more 

trees, while continuing felling of existing trees to meet the demands of local forest-based 

763 Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011; Yogesh Bahuguna, interview by author, 
Dehradun, March 26, 2011. This slogan was Kunwar Prasoon’s composition. 

764 “Chipko Andolan,” The Tribune, June 1, 1973. 
765 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Himalaya khetra mein van shramikon ki sthtiti sudhaar ke liye nivedan” [A 

request for improving the condition of forest laborers in the Himalaya], Himalaya New Round-Up 3, no. 3 (March, 
1974), 2. 

766 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial Relationship 
between Man and Nature, 12. 
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industries.767However, some important cognitive transformations took place in the period 

succeeding the protests at Reni, which added a powerful ecological sensitivity to the 

movement, highlighting that forests need to be preserved for environmental conservation 

purposes. The following section is a detailed study of why and how this distinctly ecological 

turn came about in the second phase of the Chipko movement. 

 

5.4.3 Sarala Behn and the Emergence and Growth of Sustainability Consciousness in the 

Chipko Movement 

From a scientific point of view the function of hill forests is not to earn revenue to 
promote industries, but to maintain the fertility and porosity of the soil, conserve and 
replenish underground reservoirs for a regular flow of water in our rivers and to 
stabilize the soil for the prevention of erosion and landslides. The exploitation of the 
natural resources for revenue and industry is in itself unscientific.  
 

— Sarala Behn to Editor of Indian Express, December 13, 1979 
 

Around 1977, the Chipko activists began to reconsider the basis of their demands. They 

began considering “soil, water, and pure air” as uniquely offered by the mountain forests’ 

natural processes as more valuable for a regular supply of fuel and fodder than demand for 

higher allocation of resin and timber to the local industries for profit. This was a remarkable 

shift in Chipko philosophy. Any thought on this new ecological basis of the Chipko almost 

invariably brings to mind the protests in the forests of Advani village of Henwal Valley in 

Tehri Garhwal in January 1978. Here the movement’s slogan highlighted for the first time the 

hitherto invisible ecological role of the Himalayan forests in soil and water conservation.  

Bandyopadhyay makes a valid point that “any search for the cognitive roots of 

sustainability consciousness” in the Chipko movement must start by locating the exact source 

767 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Gentle Crusader,” interview by Claude Alvares, June 23, 1985, in Fire in the 
Heart Fire wood on the Back, 47. 
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of the origin of this slogan that led to its recognition internationally, as a leading environmental 

movement.768 He suggests that the role of forests in soil and water conservation depicted in the 

slogan was something new and not indigenous. While I endorse this point, I argue further that 

the source of such ecological thinking lies in the contributions made specifically by Sarala 

Behn. Local news reports, correspondence between Sarala Behn and Sarvodaya activists, and 

field interviews of students and associates of Sarala Behn further confirm my claim.  

In the following, I explore how Sarala Behn’s ideas contributed to the evolving 

ecological consciousness in the Chipko movement in its second phase. I begin with an account 

of the philosophical developments preceding the 1977 Chipko protest period, describing how 

her ideas played a pivotal role behind the changing philosophical ground of the Chipko 

protests. In the following subsection, I reveal the organizational history that inspired the early 

protests of 1977. The third subsection is an analysis of the protests at Advani forest in 1978 in 

the context of the new ecological knowledge instilled by Sarala Behn. The fourth subsection 

recounts the contributions of both Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in influencing a change in forest 

policy. The last part briefly describes Sarala Behn’s part in making the global connections that 

widened the scope of the movement and the ban on green felling.   

 

5.4.3.1 Sarala Behn and the Evolving Philosophical Ground of the Chipko 

While Mira Behn’s insights played a key role in highlighting the ecological linkage 

between Himalayan land use change and soil erosion, the Chipko movement reached its 

heights of sustainability consciousness primarily due to the organizational and philosophical 

contributions of Sarala Behn.  

768 Bandyopadhyay, “From Environmental Conflicts to Sustainable Mountain Transformation: Ecological 
Action in the Garhwal Himalaya,” 268. 
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In the seventies, the cause of the environment began receiving global attention after the 

UN Conference on the Human Environment at Stockholm in 1972. Sarala Behn maintained 

keen awareness of the new advances in research and the emerging environmental thinking of 

the West and in the background of the conclusions of the Stockholm conference, perceived the 

problems in the hills viz. deforestation and floods. Her student Shashi Behn recalls: 

Sarala Behn read many foreign journals on environment during this time and imbibed 
new ideas from these. She then used to apply those ideas in practice and share those 
with us, and her thoughts on these. One of her basic concepts was not merely saving or 
protecting nature, but that nature also needs to be developed and nurtured. She told us 
that whatever we take from the environment, we should also try to return it back to the 
environment in some form, to maintain a balance.769 
 

Through her numerous writings during this early period, Sarala Behn introduced the 

concept of the science of ecology to the hill people and propagated it in the context of the hill 

people’s movement to save forests.770 The Stockholm Conference formed the inspiring ground 

of these new changes.  Sarala Behn’s deep insight both into the local and global aspects of 

ecological crisis broadened the scope of the Chipko. As Sadan Mishra pointed out, “Behnji’s 

efforts to bring the essence of the global discourse on environment to the development 

discourse on the hills of Uttarakhand were something completely new.” He continued, “For 

instance in its first phase, the Chipko focused on saving the trees from the contractor’s ax. 

There was limited concern for ecological conservation and regeneration of forests. This new 

approach and thinking in terms of forest regeneration came after the Stockholm conference and 

through Behnji’s interpretation of these new ideas on ecological conservation.” 771 The ideas 

behind the Stockholm Conference, as Bahuguna affirmed, “created a favorable atmosphere in 

769 Shashi Behn (Shashi Prabha Rawat), interview by author, Kotdwar, May 1, 2011.  
770 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 3, 2011; Sadan Mishra, interview by author, 

Garur, April 17, 2011.  
771 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
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accepting oxygen and water as the main products of forests.”772 In fact, under her inspiration, 

the Chipko movement came to observe the World Environment Day on June 5 each year.  

Presenting such global ideas to the hill people in the context of the Himalayan forest 

problem was a difficult task. As Radha Behn explained: 

Sarala Behn’s idea was that if forests are saved then the hills will be saved, and so will 
be the Himalayas and through that the world. She talked to us about the 
interdependence of the ecosystem… all this was not an easily understandable concept 
for us in those days. Today, we do understand how the entire ecosystem is 
interconnected, how every part of nature, trees, hills, water etc are connected such that 
if we fell a tree we can discern to what extent the effects of that action travels 
downstream, in terms of runoff, soil erosion, etc. But in those days, such ideas were 
something new and not easy for hill people to understand.773 

 

However, Sarala Behn rendered such thoughts into lucid Hindi prose. In 1973, she wrote 

Manav Aur Prakriti (Humans and Nature), which was partly based on the observations made in 

the famous 1972 environmental text, “A Blue-print for Survival” by Edward Goldsmith  and 

Robert Prescott-Allen, first published in The Ecologist.774 She held regular correspondences 

with Goldsmith and was actively in touch with the emerging Green Movement in Europe in the 

seventies.775 In the mid-seventies, Sarala Behn came across Eric P. Eckholm’s Losing Ground 

and articles published in Science, which brought environmental issues of the Third World 

mountain environment into perspective.776 Eckholm emphasized the ecological consequences 

of deforestation in the form of erosion, flooding, and other hydroclimatic changes. Though his 

772 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial Relationship 
between Man and Nature, 3. 

773 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, May 21, 2011. 
774 The Blueprint for Survival was published in January 1972. Signed by over thirty leading scientists of the 

day viz. Julian Huxley and Frank Fraser Darling, the document was a proposal for a radical transition to a 
decentralized and de-industrialized utopian society.  

775 Goldsmith found parallels of the Gandhian Sarvodaya movement in Uttarakhand with the Ecology 
movement in Europe. He was in close touch with Sarala Behn during the Chipko movement, reports of which were 
also published in The Ecologist. “Edward Goldsmith, the Green Revolutionary,” directed by Nicholas Claxton, first 
broadcast January 28, 1990, Fragile Earth series, accessed May 9, 2012, 
http://www.edwardgoldsmith.org/547/edward-goldsmith-the-green-revolutionary/.  

776 Erik P. Eckholm, “The deterioration of mountain environments,” Science, 189 (1975): 764-70; E. 
Eckholm, Losing Ground (New York: Worldwatch Institute, 1976). 
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doomsday view of a neo-Malthusian collapse resulting from population pressure and limited 

resources have received critical response, 777 his emphasis on the role of forests in ecology, 

need for reforestation and soil conservation programs, and the need to incorporate an 

ecological perspective in policy formulations by developing nations had its own merit. Sarala 

Behn interpreted globally circulating ideas on deforestation and erosion in a way that added 

layers to the particular constructions of ecological risks in the Himalayas. Her frequent 

reference to and translation of Eckholm’s ideas led a local poet Jivanand Shriyal compose a 

Garhwali song based on the core ideas of Eckholm’s book, khane khane, chane chane, baguno 

cha maato/ ab uda jano ko laguno cha baato: The plowed soil flows downhill/With the soil, 

the people too flow downhill.778 It implies that soil, the flesh and blood of the hills, is washed 

away and human livelihood is thus destroyed. Eckholm’s ideas on the implications of highland 

changes closely linked to the plains made sense to the people in the context of the growing 

instances of landslides and floods in the Himalaya. Global ideas thus received renewed support 

to local impressions, specifically with regard to the hydrological role of Himalayan forests.779  

Sarala Behn’s return to the hills from South and Central India in mid 1973 and her final 

settlement at Him Darshan Kutir at Dharamghar on May 12, 1975 was the key to the ascent of 

the movement to its second stage. Soon after her return, she was much disturbed to see how the 

mountains were being denuded of their trees. She emphasized that forests are more important 

than agriculture in the hills, because it is the ecological health of the forests on which depends 

all agriculture and animal husbandry. She advised the people that forests are important not only 

as the source of fuel, fodder, herbs, and raw materials for industry, but also for their larger 

777 Tim Forsyth, “Mountain Myths Revisited: Integrating Natural and Social Environmental Science,” 
Mountain Research and Development 18, no. 2 (May, 1998): 109. 

778 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 
779 Bandyopadhyay, “From Environmental Conflicts to Sustainable Mountain Transformation: Ecological 

Action in the Garhwal Himalaya,” 269. 
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hydro-ecological role in maintaining climatic balance and in regulating water flow in the 

streams. This, she affirmed, is critical for the healthy and balanced life of not just the hills, but 

of entire north India.780 Pained by the unhampered process of destruction of hill forests she 

further remarked,  

[It] hurt me very much to see that it is not only a shaving of the forests, but actually the 
flesh is being cut down. I do not know why it takes time to realize that the whole 
economy of our country mainly depends on the forests in the Himalayas. The rivers of 
the Indo-Ganga plains and the underground soil-water of the great plains are all 
conserved by the hills through the trees that grow on them. Once the trees become 
thinner and get lost, the waters that precipitate on the Himalayas will rush down to the 
sea taking along with it soil and the sands, leaving nothing. We find that in the Terai 
area, where sub-soil used to be 15 feet deep a decade back, it [is] now gone to 25-30 
feet deep. It is therefore, critically important that due attention is paid to the forest 
wealth of the hills and conservation of soil and trees.781 
 

However, apart from educating the highlanders about the ecological aspects of forest 

protection, Sarala Behn equally endeavored to inculcate a change in the ethical relationship of 

humankind to forests. This attitudinal reform was important because Sarvodaya workers 

initially did not give much importance to environmental conservation. As Negi explained: 

Concern for the environment was yet to make its need strongly felt… Some workers 
thought that the concept of environmental conservation is a luxury concern suited for 
another world, that of the West, and is not part of Gandhi’s Sarvodaya philosophy, the 
core of which are people and their well being. They thought Sarvodaya had no stake in 
the issue of environment... So in a way, environment and people were considered as 
separate… Sarala Behn tried to reform this thinking. She supported our labor 
cooperatives stating that laborers should get right wage. However, she also spoke to us 
about the priority of saving forests for ecological conservation of the hills. She 
propagated her ideas on the forest issue personally to us through her letters, publicly in 
lectures at the yearly Mitra Milan [Sarvodaya Brotherhood meetings], which she 
organized, and through popular writings in Sarvodaya Press Service, which had wide 
coverage all over the country. Thus, her influence, contribution, and participation in the 
movement were ever present at every stage of the Chipko.782 
 

780 Sarala Devi, “Vikaas yan sarvanash?” [Development or destruction?] Himalaya News Round-Up 3, no. 
10 (October 1974): 5. 

781 Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn is 75,” Himalaya News Round-Up 4, no. 5 (May 1975): 21. 
782 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 3, 2011. 
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To propagate ecological literacy, in her book Manav Aur Prakriti and elsewhere, Sarala 

Behn explained the mutually interdependent ecological relationship between biodiversity, 

especially forests and humankind in simple language for the hill people. She pointed out how 

the existence of animate life is completely dependent on the maintenance of the proper balance 

in inanimate life. Through innumerable articles written on the subject, she described how 

nature’s processes works best in a natural forest, where the latter not only maintain fertility of 

the soil of that particular forest but also contributes to the fertility of all hill agricultural land in 

turn. She introduced and explained to the people how forests play an important role as carbon 

sinks by absorbing carbon dioxide and releasing oxygen, thus providing clean air for all. 

Drawing attention to the maintenance of forest cover for ecological balance she wrote:  

The maintenance of the porosity of forest soils is the basis of the control of the 
circulation of water in the soil and the atmosphere, the maintenance of the balance of 
gases in the atmosphere, and the maintenance of fertility in the agricultural areas. 
Interference with the porosity leads to erosion and consequent flooding which can 
affect areas removed some thousands of miles from the original site of damage.783 

 

In this manner, Sarala Behn explained how soil, water, and oxygen constitute the basic 

ecological foundations for the existence of life - plants, animals, and humankind on earth.784 

Addressing the cause of the environment is therefore addressing of human relationship with 

nature, i.e. to foster, maintain, and encourage nature’s processes and thus promote the mutual 

growth and interdependence of humans and nature.785   

Sarala Behn insisted that forests should be developed based on the ethical principle of 

cooperation with nature. “The main value of forests,” she revealed, “is in the control of 

783 Sarala Devi, “The Human Aspect of Forest Development,” Himalaya News Round-Up 5, no. 6 (June 
1976), 2. 

784 Sarala Devi, Manav aur prakriti [Man and nature]. 1973; repr., Rajghat: Sarva Seva Prakashan, 2000), 
14-19.  

785 Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn is 75,” 20. 
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climate, rainfall, and flow of water, as stabilizer and fertilizer of the soil, as the mainstay of 

agriculture and animal husbandry.”786 Based on this notion, the first task of sustainable forestry 

should be neither maximum revenue, nor the maximum output of productive timber, but the 

maintenance of soil fertility and porosity by following nature’s pattern of diversity, 

cooperation, and conservation, not specialization, or monocropping.787 Maintaining healthful 

forests for a healthful climate was to be the first objective. As its second objective, she pointed 

out that forestry should focus on maintaining the physical and social health of local people. 

This in effect implies that the local community should exercise the first claim in the utilization 

of forest produce for grazing (fodder), fuel, nourishment of the body and that of the field (food 

and fertilizer), and industry (fiber).788 Such ideas published regularly in local newspapers and 

journals, and disseminated in Sarvodaya meetings encouraged ecological thinking amongst the 

organizers of Chipko. The new lesson for Chipko volunteers was that forests should be 

maintained in the interests of the local agriculture and on the local scale, and climate control on 

the global scale.789 In this way, Sarala Behn built the foundational ideas that sparked the 

ecological consciousness of the Chipko movement. However, Sarala Behn was acutely aware 

that sound forestry, cannot be “a matter of mere science, it is a question of emotional 

adjustment and a natural interaction and interdependence.”790 She insisted based on such 

evaluations, the need to “replace the slogan of ‘victory over nature’ by a return to cooperation 

with mother nature, the whole of the natural, vegetable, animal and human world.”791 To build 

this human-nature relationship, required an ethical sense of care and responsibility about 

786 Sarala Devi, Forest Eco-System and Rural Development Programme (Bombay: Directorate of Publicity 
Khadi and Village Industries Commission, 1976), Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

787 Ibid. 
788 Sarala Devi, “The Human Aspect of Forest Development,” Himalaya News Round-Up (July 1976), 2; 

Sarala Devi, Forest Eco-System and Rural Development Programme.  
789 Sarala Devi, Forest Eco-System and Rural Development Programme. 
790 Ibid. 
791 Sarala Devi, “What is Development?” Himalaya: Man and Nature (June 1977-May 1978): 10. 
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conservation of forests. This implied working to reinstate the Gandhian concept of village self-

reliance and revive the villagers’ lost stake in the ethical stewardship of and care for the 

forests.  

 

5.4.3.2 The Beginning of a Conservation Ethic: The Early Organization and Protests (1972 - 

1977) 

The Chipko movement evolved in its theoretical depth and its organizational scope 

under the leadership of Sarala Behn. In 1973, the Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Brotherhood under 

Sarala Behn’s guidance and leadership decided to launch an intensive foot march (padyatra) 

program. The aim was to articulate the social, economic, and ecological issues of the hills (viz. 

alcohol prohibition, women’s empowerment, forest protection and decamping of youths to the 

plains) and the message of Sarvodaya and Gram Swaraj to the people of remote villages in a 

manner they could understand and act upon.792 This was Sarala Behn’s call for a 

“decentralization of intensive foot march.”793  Bahuguna was the first to respond. In the 

various foot marches undertaken between 1973 and 75, Bahuguna and his band of followers, 

Kunwar Prasoon, Pratap Shikhar, Dhoom Singh Negi, Ghanshyam Sailani, Anand Singh Bisht, 

Bhawani Bhai, Shamsher Singh Bisht, and Vijay Jhardhari, came to directly observe the 

connection between deforestation, landslides, and floods, and concluded that such problems 

were not confined to the catchment of the Alakananda. These foot marches played a pivotal 

role in raising people’s consciousness about the ecological harm brought on the people by a 

faulty forest policy, as well as in uniting the people of the Kumaon and Garhwal through the 

792 Sarala Devi, “Jet yug mein padyatra: kranti ka naya ayam” [Footmarch in the jet age: the new dimension 
of revolution], Bhoodan Yajna (October 1, 1973); Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Uttarakhand Sarvodaya padyatra: uddeshya 
aur sahayog ke liye appeal” [Uttarakhand Sarvodaya footmarch: an appeal to commitment and cooperation], 
Himalaya News Round-Up (October, 1973). 

793 Sarala Devi, “Jet yug mein padyatra.” 
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common cause that affects them.794 After completion of a 684 mile long, forty-four day foot 

march from Askot on the Nepal border in the east to Arakot in the Himachal Pradesh border to 

the west, Prasoon, who pioneered this march,795 wrote: 

Before [these foot marches], the Chipko volunteers led rallies in the hill towns and 
chased away the lumbermen from the forests. However, this foot march spread 
consciousness about forest protection in entire Uttarakhand. People now began 
protesting forest auction at each and every place.796  
 

Marking the birthday of Sarala Behn and the International Women’s Year in 1975, 

women graduates from Lakshmi Ashram, Vimla Behn, Radha Behn, Shashi Behn, Diksha 

Behn, and several others also led a seventy-five day foot march covering large parts of 

Garhwal and Kumaon hills to mobilize public opinion and awaken women to the importance of 

saving trees to check soil erosion and floods.797 Male Sarvodaya workers, viz. Ghanshyam 

Sailani, Anand Singh Bisht, and Bhavani Kunjwal played an equally proactive role in leading 

this march.798 The marchers reported how depletion of oak forests led to increasing difficulties 

for peasant womenfolk in terms of shortage of grass and fuelwood, and drying up of springs 

and streams. They also reported on the increasing incidences of landslides and soil erosion 

affecting several hundred villages.799 Frequency of such episodes of large landslides and the 

mounting death toll year by year served as a wake-up call to the people of the hills to pay 

attention to the protection of forests, especially in the mountain catchments. 

794 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “A Tree is Equal to 10 Sons,” in The Road to Survival, 32. 
795 Ibid., 32. 
796 Prasoon, “Jangalon ki nilaami ka virodh” [opposition to forest auction], in Chipko, 35. 
797 Radha Bhatt, “Mahilaon me vishesh karya yojana” [Women in action], Himalaya News Round-Up 3, no. 

5 (May, 1974): iii; Vimla Bahuguna, “You leave those trees alone!” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
798 Sadan Mishra, “Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 2012 ko shraddhanjali ke do shabd” (A 

tribute to Sarala Behn on her death anniversary, 8th of July) (speech at Sarala Behn’s death anniversary, Kausani, 
Almora, July 8, 2012). 

799 Vimla Bahuguna, “You Leave Those Trees Alone!” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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While the extensive foot marchers helped spread general awareness of the forest issue in 

the mid-seventies, the movement grew in other dimensions too.  One peculiar feature of the 

ecological transformation of the Chipko that marked its second phase is the focus on saving of 

chir pine and a determined move towards prohibition of all felling. Mira Behn had pointed out 

the relative inferiority of the pine trees over oak, both ecologically and economically. The locals 

also had little regard for the pine for its use either as a fodder or as fuel, and hence lacked a 

strong motivation to protect them. A break in tradition marked the Sarvodaya meeting of 1974, 

with the emerging concern for the neglected pine and ban on all green felling.  Subsequent 

meetings played an increasingly critical role in raising public awareness on the need for a ban on 

green felling and the excessive resin tapping of pine forests.  

Another factor was responsible for a gradual change in people’s conceptions to favor 

opposing all tree-felling activities in the region: the nature of planning and development in the 

mountains. In 1974, Sarala Behn began stressing the ecological role of forests in hill economy 

and the need for a comprehensive forest development policy in the context of mountain 

environment and development.800 Drawing on such ideas, participants in a meeting of the 

Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Brotherhood at Gopeshwar on March 30 and 31 in 1975, concluded that 

sustained protection of forests is possible only when a complete change in conventional 

commercial paradigm of management and utilization of forest resources is brought about.801As a 

follow-up of this meeting, Chipko volunteers began organizing forest labor-cooperatives to 

replace the labor-contractor system and to reinstate villagers’ stake in the forest, through local 

self-reliance, decentralization, voluntary action, and sustainable management practices. During 

the late sixties Sarala Behn had an opportunity to learn about the work of forest labor 

800 Sarala Devi. “Vikaas yan sarvanash?” 1-6. 
801 Yogesh Bahuguna, “Chipko Andolan ka jagatik sandarbha,” in Uttar ke shikharon mein chetana ke 

ankur, 70. 
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cooperatives in Gujarat and brought this information to Sarvodaya activists of Uttarakhand.802 

Four Sarvodaya activists, Dhoom Singh Negi, Chandi Prasad Bhatt, Bagh Singh, and Shamsher 

Singh Bisht went to Gujarat to study these forest labor cooperatives. On their return, they set up 

such cooperatives for managing felling through them. These cooperatives also took up resin 

factory works. This continued until 1976. However, the Sarvodaya workers could develop only 

three such cooperatives as against sixty-three cooperatives of the contractors.803 One reason was 

that the Van Nigam or the State Forest Corporation did not cooperate with the local forest labor 

cooperatives or respect the ecological limits in its felling operations. It also worked only at a few 

places while contractors continued to operate all over the region.804 The Corporations’ policy of 

mass felling destroyed other standing trees in the forests as well as damaged agricultural fields 

and village roads.805 As a result the burden on hill women increased, who were responsible for 

the collection of fuel wood, fodder, and water. Under such circumstances, the Chipko activists 

realized that the labor cooperative movement cannot hope to succeed. 

Negi revealed that the increasing awareness of environmental problems from the regular 

annual meetings held at Dharamghar, the letters and articles of Sarala Behn, the extensive foot 

marches, and the reckless activities of felling and excessive resin tapping by the government 

Forest Department, led to a gradual shift in focus from economic benefits to the significance of 

ecological conservation.  

802 During the late sixties, Sarala Behn had closely studied Jugatram Dave’s program for tribal uplift in 
Gujarat through sustainable management of natural and human resources. Dave’s program established forest labor 
cooperative societies on a large scale. This aided the local tribal population in Vedchhi to find protection from the 
exploitation of outside contractors, transforming them from under-paid forest laborers into responsible workers and 
organizers. On her return to Uttarakhand in 1975, Sarala Behn emphasized the necessity to develop local forest-
based industries on similar lines as those of Gujarat. Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 237. 

803 Prasoon, “Jangalon ki nilaami ka virodh,” [Protest of the auction of forests] in Chipko, 36; Dhoom Singh 
Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 

804 Bharat Dogra, Forests and People, 50. 
805 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 20, 2011; Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, 

Khadi, October 22, 2011. 
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Figure 14: Sarala Behn addressing Sarvodaya workers at a conference of the North-East 
Himalayan states (mid-seventies).806  

 

When a large section of chir pine trees fell at various places in Uttarakhand in 1976-77 as a result 

of exploitation of resin,807 the Sarvodaya group presided by Sarala Behn met to discuss future 

action.  

We reached the conclusion that trees whether felled by labor cooperatives or by the 
forest department contractors did not make any big difference. The result will be 
landslides and floods. Moreover, we realized that excessive resin tapping was ruining 
the forests. Deep cuts made in pine trees for commercial extraction of resin weakened 
the trees which fell to the ground when exposed to high winds. Therefore, we 
considered that resin tapping was not right and we should stop this as well. Live trees 
are more important than dead trees. Live trees must be protected. So, even when we did 
not give a lot of importance to chir pine, we considered saving them. We realized that 
saving the forest itself can ensure our livelihood and permanent future employment in 
the hills. Moreover, we also considered planting trees for both ecology and livelihood. 
This was in effect, an ecological extension of the ideology of forest-based industries. A 

806Neema Vaishanva, Sarala Behn addressing workers of the North East states at a conference organized 
by the Himalaya Seva Sangh, David Hopkins Private Collection. 

807 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chir ke vanon ki cancer rokiye” [Stop the cancer of the chir pine forests], 
Himalaya News Round-Up 6, no. 2 (February 1977), 2. 
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new thought emerged. Thus, we began protesting all government forest auctions after 
1976.808 
 

Around this time in Dharamghar, the public works department started a road expansion 

project, which required felling of 2,700 broad-leaved oak and rhododendron trees including 

destruction of several medicinal herbs and plants. Under Sarala Behn’s instruction, Sarvodaya 

workers quickly organized the youth of Lohathal, Mahrurhi, and Nagilagaon villages to protest 

this project while a letter of hers reached the State Forest Minister and Secretary demanding a 

stop on felling of these ecologically important trees. In face of formidable public pressure, the 

government complied withdrawing the project. This relatively less known people’s victory 

against an ecologically blind developmental work played a salient role in organizing local 

youth and in further acquainting the grassroots workers with the need for conservation.809 

Because of Sarala Behn’s various efforts, by early 1977 Sarvodaya workers were 

acutely aware of the need for conservation of forests and began organizing.810 I argue that the 

environmental concern in the movement first came to widespread public attention not in the 

slogan shouted by villagers at Advani village, but in an appeal made to draw public sympathy 

on the issue of protection of trees early in 1977. The appeal was to save the “only one species 

of tree left to cover the barren slopes,” the chir pine, in the catchment areas of Ganga, Yamuna 

and other Himalayan rivers. Titled, “The Swan Song of the Chir Pine Tree,” the appeal was 

808 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. It is important to note that one key 
emphasis of Sarala Behn in all these meetings she organized was that the nature of the movement should remain 
nonviolent. This distinguished the work of Sarvodaya Brotherhood from the radical Uttarakhand Sangharsh Vahini. 

809 Sadan Mishra, “Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 2012 ko shraddhanjali ke do shabd” (A 
tribute to Sarala Behn on her death anniversary, 8th of July) (speech at Sarala Behn’s death anniversary, Kausani, 
Almora, July 8, 2012). 

810 Sarala Behn to Sarvodaya Brotherhood, February 5, 1977, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
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prepared by Sarala Behn and endorsed by four other prominent citizens of Uttarakhand.811 This 

appeal clearly aimed to arouse and establish human-nature relationship and to raise 

consciousness of the ecological injustice of human greed and unlimited resin tapping. Its 

opening lines stated with profound pathos that it addresses not those, “who have become 

accustomed to listen to the moans of sufferers and now turn a deaf ear, nor to those who are no 

longer perturbed at the sight of tyranny. It is least of all for those whose hearts have grown 

insensitive.” The appeal was thus a distress call to save the chir pine trees, which were now 

dying. It pointed out that the unscrupulous extraction of resin by cutting ever deeper channels 

into the pines was giving no chance for respite to the already exhausted trees:   

Some factory owners have been granted the monopoly of certain forests and have been 
given a free hand to extract more and more resin. They have begun scratching the tree 
bark preparatory to cutting channels. Now these wounded trees can no longer weep. 
Their last sighs will be heard when they fall before the stormy winds of the month of 
May, and bid farewell to the world of money-grabbers…812 

 

This anthropomorphized and profoundly moving picture of the chir pine, particularly, hearing 

their last dying groans, struck a sympathetic chord in the hearts of the people of Uttarakhand. It 

roused human affection for the trees in a direct and visceral way that made them realize that the 

wounds on the pine were very much like their own.813 The Chipko activists began to realize 

that widespread and illegal resin tapping was taking its toll on the pine trees. They now began 

to regard any forest cover as vital to the health of the hills rather than none.814  

Plans for nonviolent direct action began. On May 30, 1977, the occasion of Van Diwas, 

the people of Henwal Valley, under the leadership of Sarvodaya workers Pratap Shikhar, Dayal 

811 Sarala Devi et.al, “The Swan Song of the Chir Pine Tree: An Appeal,” Himalaya Man and Nature (June 
1977-May 1977), 23. The four other participants were Barrister Mukandi Lal, Sukh Dev Pandey, Banarasi Dass 
Chaturvedi and Dr. Devi Dutt Pant. 

812 Ibid., 23-24. 
813 “Lohitaal Chale” [Let us go to Lohitaal], Chipko announcement news, July 1977, Dhoom Singh Negi 

Private Collection. 
814 Bharat Dogra, Forests and People, 50-51. 
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Singh, and Kunwar Prasoon responded to this inner awakening in a creative way. They applied 

mud and sack plasters (marham patti) to the open wounds of the tapped pine trees in the forests 

of Gotars.815 This symbolic protest and ethical response was the first instance of awakened 

conscience of people for the environment, who pledged their determination to protect and save 

the trees even when there was no economic benefit to them. 

The growing forest problem led Sarala Behn to consider the nature of planning and 

development needed for the mountains. “She pointed out that the mainstream view of 

development promoted in the hills was not sustainable for the mountains, its ecology, and its 

people. Her thought on sustainable mountain development in this regard were comprehensive 

as it was not focused only on Uttarakhand, but for the whole of Himalaya,” remarked Radha 

Behn.816 In March 1977, Sarala Behn had sent out a detailed letter to the National Planning 

Commission commenting on the upcoming Sixth Five Year Plan (1980-85) and Five-Year 

Plans in general.817 In this important letter, she argued that the present economic planning and 

the destructive pattern of developmental growth does not provide for ecological stability and 

guarantee a stable material basis of life for all.818 “It always seems to me,” she averred, “that  

primary school child should have sufficient mathematical sense to realize that it must be fatal 

to attempt to achieve spiraling ‘development’ in the context of a finite environment, but our 

educated elite still fail to understand this.”819 In view of the imminent danger to hill economy 

and ecology due to soil erosion, recurrent floods, and the ever-dwindling supply of local daily 

815 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 
816 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, April 21, 2011. 
817 Sarala Devi, Parvatiya vikas ki sahi disha [A blueprint for sustainable development in the hills]. 

(Dharamghar: Parvatiya Paryavaran Sanrakshan Samiti, 1980), 1, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
818 Sarala Devi to Dr. M.S. Swaminathan, 1977, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
819 Sarala Devi to Dr. M.S. Swaminathan, 1977, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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needs of food, fuel, fodder, fertilizers etc. Sarala Behn recommended a new forest policy that 

prioritizes soil and water conservation.  

 

Figure 15: Him Darshan Kutir, Snow View Cottage at Dharamghar today, where Sarala Behn 
spent her last days and where several important meetings of the Chipko movement took place 
in the 70s.820  

 

In mid-June the same year, she organized a meeting of activists of the Sarvodaya 

Brotherhood at Dharamghar, the place of her residence in Pithoragarh, to discuss the nature 

and direction of mountain environment and development in Uttarakhand Himalaya. More than 

one hundred constructive workers from thirty-four constructive organizations and self-help 

groups of Uttarakhand, and eminent scientists such as the vice chancellor of Kumaon 

University, Devi Datt Pant participated in this historic three-day meeting. Participants of this 

meeting urged the need for a radical change in forest policy and that new forest management 

ought to be based on ecological considerations of soil and water conservation and intensive 

820Author, April 14, 2011. 
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reforestation. Sarala Behn wrote a summary of this meeting, charting the future course of 

mountain environment and development in the Himalaya, which was later published as “A 

Blueprint for Survival in the Hills,” a title closely resembling Goldsmith’s own 1972 manifesto 

for human survival on the planet.821   

The ecological foundations of the Dharamghar meeting resolution strengthened the 

movement and consolidated the previous stand against commercial felling and resin tapping 

from pine trees. As an upshot of the deliberations in this meeting, a memorandum was 

submitted to the Minister of Agriculture, Government of India. Some keys points of this 

historic resolution were: 

1. Actual forested area in the Himalaya is reduced to 14-15 percent at present. 
Therefore, the basis of future development of forest policy should be plantation of 
trees on a mass scale. 

2. Since the newly planted trees will take a long time to grow, so felling of green trees 
especially those in the catchment areas of the Himalayan rivers should be halted 
forthwith. Only dead and fallen trees should be removed and handled by local forest 
labor cooperatives. 

3. The exploitative contract system should be done away with. 
4. Wounded chir pine trees due to unscrupulous resin extraction should be given 

rest.822 
 

The recommendations of this meeting were in effect a first blow to the conventional scientific 

management of forest.823 Another major outcome of the Dharamghar meeting was the 

821 This meeting also germinated the seeds of a future movement that led to the demand for a separate hill 
state in the year 2000. Reports of subsequent meetings of Uttarkahand Sarvodaya Brotherhood reveal detailed 
discussions on such demand. In fact, the need for a separate hill state for regional self-determination, economic self-
sufficiency, and local management and conservation of resources was a significant concern that Sarala Behn had 
repeatedly raised amongst Sarvodaya workers since 1975. Sadan Mishra, “Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 
2012 ko shraddhanjali ke do shabd” [A tribute to Sarala Behn on her death anniversary, 8th of July], (speech at 
Sarala Behn’s death anniversary, Kausani, Almora, July 8, 2012); Sarala Devi, “Mitra milan baithak ki karyabahi” 
[Proceedings of friends union meeting], 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

822 “Krishi mantri, Bharat sarkar ko dinank 13-7-1977 ko Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Parivaar ki aur se diya 
gaya prativedan” [Resolution of the Sarvodaya Mandal forwarded to the Agriculture Minister, Government of India 
on July 13, 1977], Himalaya ki Van (Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal, March 1978), 11, Shobha Vidyarthi Private 
Collection. 

823 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko: The People’s Movement with a Hope for the Survival of Humankind,” in 
The Chipko Message (Chipko Information Center: Silyara, 1981), 12. 
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Sarvodaya workers’ resolve to work on a united front on the forest issue.824 The activists 

accordingly made plans on upcoming course of nonviolent action.825 On July 25 1977, the day 

of freedom fighter Sridev Suman’s martyrdom, the Sarvodaya activists Pratap Shikhar and 

Kunwar Prasoon, launched a systematic direct action. People in small groups met in the forests 

of Bharari and Joridanda, plucked out the iron blades inserted into the pines to “bleed” resin, 

and covered the wounds with mud and sack plaster.826 Sailani’s poetry effused with pathos for 

the deep suffering of the pines: yena ghao lagaye jena tokla tonka (the wounds on the trees are 

as large as the [forest] ranger’s hat), that added poignance and meaning to this symbolic act.827 

This unique organized people’s action brought the forest conservators to inspect the affected 

chir pine forest. Realizing the truth in people’s complaints, contracts for resin tapping from 

these forests were canceled and the forest ranger at fault was suspended.828 This success of 

people’s direct action had a powerful consolidating impact on the movement. However, as 

Bahuguna said, this was only a rehearsal for a big movement.829 

 

5.4.3.3  The Advani Protests and March of the Conservation Ethic 

During the Chipko action in 1977 Sarala Behn increasingly emphasized the urgency of 

thinking of the protection and development of forests for their ecological and climatic role in 

soil and water conservation, and in the context of global climate and ecology, not merely for 

824 Gopal Dutt Pande to Sarala Behn, February 27, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
825 “Sukh sammriddhi ke adhar, Jangalon ki raksha ke liye 25th July (1977) Lohitaal Chale” [Let us go to 

Lohitaal on 25th July (1977) to protect the forests, the basis of our happiness and prosperity], Chipko Information 
Sheet, Dhoom Singh Negi Private Collection.  

826 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 2, 2011.  
827 Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, 

Khadi, October 21, 2011. 
828 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 2, 2011; Dogra, Forests and People, 52. 
829 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “A Tree is Equal to 10 Sons,” in The Road to Survival, 34. 
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the local and regional environment.830 Thus, she urged the organizers of Chipko to adopt long-

sightedness in the conservation of trees. Her advice was that the activists should not only be 

concerned about the wounds of the chir pine, but with respect to the long term ecological 

sustainability of the Himalaya, they must address the entire conservation of the forests.831  In 

this context, Sarala Behn emphasized the involvement of voluntary agencies in afforestation 

works that could in the long run emerge more efficient than one-dimensional official efforts. 

Examples of sustainable forest protection and regeneration in other parts of the world, Andy 

Lipkis of Tree People in Los Angeles who initiated an intensive scheme of tree-planting in the 

seventies, Wendy Campbell-Purdie’s forest regeneration work in Algeria and Sahara, and 

world-renowned forester Richard St. Barbe Baker’s work in the Sahara served as inspirational 

tales for many Sarvodaya workers.832 She maintained significant correspondence with many of 

these voluntary organizations.833 Such examples also drew attention on the ecological crisis of 

forests in the Himalaya. Moreover, after the Dharamghar meeting the Chipko activists of 

Henwal valley formed Van Suraksha Samiti or Forest Protection Committees through which all 

activities related to the movement were planned and carried out.834 

In October 1977 when the forests of Tehri-Uttarkashi were auctioned, Bahuguna, 

fasting in protest against the auction, reiterated Sarala Behn’s precepts on the ecological and 

climatic significance of forests during an evening prayer meeting.835 He announced that forest 

830 Sarala Devi, “The Importance of Forestry,” Himalaya News Round Up 6, no. 2 (February 1977): 9. 
831 Sarala Behn to Dhoom Singh Negi, October 7, 1977, Dhoom Singh Negi Private Collection. 
832 Sarala Devi, “The Importance of Forestry”; Sarala Devi to the Editor, September 18, 1978, Shobha 

Vidyarthi Private Collection. (An edited version of this letter was published in New Ecologist: Sarala Devi, “Sold 
down the river,” New Ecologist 8, no. 6 (November-December, 1978): 219; Sarala Devi, “Jab jangal khet hue aur ret 
bane” [When forests became farmlands and waste], Himalaya: Man and Nature (October 1985): 26-28. 

833 Richard St. Barbe Baker to Sarala Behn, undated, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection; Sarala Devi, 
“Record of correspondence in Postage Book,” 1980-82, Sarala Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 
New Delhi. 

834 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 
835 Ibid. 
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felling could not be allowed to continue on grounds that the Himalayan forests did not only 

provide resin and timber, but also, soil, water, and oxygen.836  Soon after this Prasoon declared, 

he would not let anyone fell trees in Henwal valley and would resort to Chipko movement.837 

The protestors wrote to the government demanding a cancellation of the auction, on grounds 

that the forest is on a steep slope, the water source comes from the catchment within the forest, 

and the local women depend on the forest for fodder, grass etc.838 

In this evolved philosophical context, the movement in Henwal valley becomes critical 

to consider as it charted a new path of action. In this new path, the demands were not only the 

rights of the forest labor cooperatives to fell trees or reasonable wages for the forest-

laborers.839 The new demands were specifically focused on forest protection. Encouraged by 

this vision, the Chipko activists began mobilizing people against the auction of the forests of 

Advani at Henwal. Despite people’s requests, the government did not cancel the auction.  

Additionally, many of the protestors began receiving threats from the timber contractor of 

serious consequences such as being chopped down along with the tree or being jailed if they 

prevented the logging operation. Observing that fear was deterring the women and men from 

taking action to save the forests, one bitterly cold evening of December 4, Negi began a silent 

fast under a sal tree in the forest in protest against the villager’s inaction. He sat in the forest 

fasting for five days, braving the freezing cold and the fear of wild animals. When I asked the 

reason of doing so, he revealed, “I wanted to send the people a message to be fearless and 

selfless. These two things (fear and greed) should not be deterring the women and men of our 

836 Kunwar Prasoon, “He Stakes His Life to Save the Hills,” in Fire in the Heart Fire wood on the Back, 
28;  Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, 
October 21, 2011. 

837 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “A Tree is Equal to 10 Sons,” in The Road to Survival, 34; Dhoom Singh Negi, 
interview by author, Khadi, October 21, 2011. 

838 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 21, 2011. 
839 Kunwar Prasoon, “Kya hain jangal ka upkaar? Mitti paani aur bayar” [What do the forests bear? Soil, 

water, and pure air] in Chipko, 42. 
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villages from acting to protect their forests.”840 Meanwhile, Bahuguna reached the site of 

Negi’s fast and further explained to the women. Encouraged by Negi’s message of fearlessness 

and Bahuguna’s advice, the women took a new resolve to save the forests by tying sacred 

threads around the trees, thus regarding them as brothers.841 This symbolic act signified mutual 

protection. To maintain solidarity amongst people, on December 13, 1977 the Sarvodaya 

activists arranged the reading of Bhagawat Katha by a local priest in the forests of Advani.842 

The Katha reading went on continuous until December 20, with intermissions during which the 

Chipko volunteers spoke to the people about problems with the government’s forest policy.843 

After this, several women pledged to save the forests. Reading of the Kathas during many such 

Chipko protests no doubt fostered people’s courage and resolve in protecting the trees, but 

most importantly, as the movement organizers put it, it created a unique way to keep 

uninterrupted vigil in the forest to ward off fellers and timber contractors.844 As Pratap Shikhar 

cogently remarked: 

Many [outsiders] say our movement was inspired by Hindu religious thought. This is 
not true. We realized there has to be something done to prevent people from leaving the 
forests. The need was to organize and unite people, and so we thought to do this 
through readings of Bhagawat Katha.845  

 

Thus, reading of moral and religious stories from ancient texts does not make Chipko a 

movement that derives its ecological basis from Hindu religious values. Religious values, if 

used, were clearly being employed here methodically for pragmatic, instrumental, and 

840 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 
841 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. The women tied sacred thread following 

Bahuguna’s example and instruction. The performance of tying of sacred thread around the trees was thus not a 
spontaneous action by the women as depicted elsewhere in Chipko literature. However, it is important to note that 
women in India often tie sacred threads (rakhi) around the wrists of their brothers marking a Hindu religious festival 
during the year. The act by itself implies the love and regard that a sister feels towards her brother. 

842 Prasoon, “Kya hain jangal ka upkaar?,” in Chipko, 44. 
843 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 
844 Prasoon, “Jo kulhari lekar aa rahe the” [Those who were approaching with the ax], in Chipko, 73. 
845 Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011. 

288 

                                                 



 
 

symbolic reasons rather than as a significant philosophical foundation as suggested by some 

authors. 

To make the concern for the Himalayan ecology a national one, Sarala Behn along with 

several eminent Gandhian thinkers such as Jay Prakash Narayan, Kaka Kalelkar, and Siddharaj 

Dhadda, prepared a national appeal on December 28, 1977. For the preservation and 

development of Himalayan forests and a radical change in forest policy this appeal suggested: 

[I]t is essential to forthwith stop commercial exploitation of the forest produce. There 
should be a total ban on tree cutting in the catchment areas of the rivers. Instead, forest 
management should be based on considerations of water and soil conservation. 
Intensive afforestation should be given top priority like national defense.846 

 

This growing national support gave a salutary boost to the movement. The philosophical 

ground of the movement became obvious in the unique protest of January 2, 1978 in the forests 

of Advani village of Henwal Valley, commonly cited as the day when Chipko turned 

ecological. This was the time when the ecological message of Chipko, now fully formed, was 

presented in a catchy slogan, evidently showcasing the scientific and philosophical message of 

the movement about the ecological role of forests. This slogan was: 

Kya Hain Jangal Ka Upkaar 
Mitti Paani Aur Bayar 
Mitti Paani Aur Bayar 
Zinda Rehne Ka Adhar. 
 

Translated, it reads: 
 
What do the forests bear? 
Soil, water, and pure air! 
Soil, water, and pure air, 
Are the basis of all life! 

 

846 Jay Prakash Narayan, Kaka Kelkar, Dada Dharmadhikari, Swami Chidananda, Siddharaj Dhadda, Sarala 
Devi, Shriman Narayan, Sankaralingam Jagannathan, Boobli George Verghese, “An Appeal to save the forests of 
the Himalaya,” Himalaya Man and Nature 1, no. 9 (February, 1978): 1-2. 

289 

                                                 



 
 

According to available literature, the slogan emerged spontaneously in a meeting that was 

largely attended by village women. Scholars and local activists such as Bahuguna847 have so 

far claimed that the rural women generated the slogan extemporaneously as a rebuttal to a 

forester’s view that the forests bear resin, timber, and profit.  

Such romantic claims immediately become suspect in light of several questions that 

emerge in this context. Since the rural women were fluent in their native Garhwali and many 

could not speak Hindi, it is hard to imagine how they could have composed the above slogan in 

the first place. Secondly, the choice of Hindi words used in this slogan is also unique, 

especially the Hindi word bayar used to denote oxygen/pure air.848 Unlike the common Hindi 

equivalent for oxygen, shuddh hava, bayar has a predominant use not in common parlance, but 

in literature, particularly Hindi poetry. It is highly unlikely for the illiterate village women, 

who did not have any sound knowledge of Hindi literature and had very limited vocabulary of 

the spoken language, to artistically employ this particular word in a slogan while maintaining 

its unique meaning, cadence, meter, and rhyme. Moreover, the slogan also captures the 

significant cognitive element that emphasizes the ecohydrological role of forests as providers 

of soil, water, and oxygen. As Shikhar put it, local women, though aware of the importance of 

forests as source of biomass and drinking water, could not be familiar with the fundamental 

environmental processes and intangible values of forests, such as production of atmospheric 

oxygen through carbon sequestration.849 Thus, considering both the cognitive content and 

aesthetic contours of the slogan, the rather romantic version of Bahuguna’s story that perceives 

847 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko: A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial 
Relationship between Man and Nature, 13. 

848 The uniqueness of the word ‘bayar’ in the slogan was originally suggested by Jayanta Bandyopadhyay 
in an informal meeting I had with him in Kolkata (India) in 2002. 

849 Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011.  
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the rural women as originators of the slogan seems highly improbable.850 Indeed, as Negi 

affirmed the point disclosing a rather less-known fact: “In his writings Bahuguna had 

dramatized women’s role in the Advani protests and presented it in a film-like manner to 

convey the message of Chipko to the outside audience in an attractive form.”851 While 

Bahuguna’s intent for such a depiction was to educate the people on the message of Chipko, 

others co-opted the story to advance specific agendas. 

Considering the historical course of events, in the following I reveal that the ecological 

slogan of Chipko had its origin in a prior meeting of the Chipko volunteers and was composed 

by Kunwar Prasoon.  

It is important to stress at the outset that organizers disseminated the messages of 

Chipko to the villagers before they met on the day of protest to teach people of the actions to 

be undertaken as well as about the slogans to be voiced. Therefore, when news came that the 

government deputed the Divisional Forest Officer (DFO), Anand Mohan Rai, to teach them 

scientific forestry, Chipko volunteers, Kunwar Prasoon, Pratap Shikhar, Dayal Singh, and 

Dhoom Singh Negi met at the youth camp at Jajal-Khadi to determine their next move. They 

realized the time has come to present the emerging thoughts of the movement on the ecological 

role of forests and the people’s stand against reductionist forestry policy.852 Accordingly, 

Prasoon composed a ten-line slogan. This read as follows: 

Aaj Himalay Jagega 
Krur Kulhara Bhagega 
Kya Hain Jangal Ka Upkaar? 
Mitti, Paani Aur Bayar! 
Mitti, Paani, Aur Bayar, 
Zinda Rehne Ka Adhar. 
Bhale Kulhare Chamkenge 

850 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko: A Novel Movement, 13-14. 
851 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 21, 2011. 
852 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 21, 2011. 
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Hum Peron Par Chipkenge 
Peron Par Hathiyar Uthenge 
Hum Bhi Unke Saath Katenge! 853 

 
Translated, the slogan appears thus: 
 

The Himalayas will awake today 
The cruel ax will be chased away! 
What do the forests bear? 
Soil, water and pure air. 
Soil, water, and pure air, 
Are the basis of all life! 
So let the axes shine, 
The trees our arms will entwine! 
When on the trees the ax will fall, 
We’ll be cut with them, withal. 

 

Meanwhile, both Prasoon and Shikhar planned and prepared for a creative protest, distributing 

their message to the villagers by hand-written and cyclostyled manifestoes or bulletins and 

posters. Prasoon also organized the local village youths and the women before the contractors 

and officers could reach their forests.854 From Khadi he marched raising the above slogan and 

leading a procession of women, men, and children, who joined in chorus.855 No sooner than the 

procession reached the Advani forest the forest officer also arrived. At the same time, the 

procession of villagers welcomed him walking in front of the official’s vehicle and holding lit 

lanterns in broad daylight, an idea originally conceived by Prasoon.856 This unique way of 

protest signified that the forest official was so benighted that he could not comprehend the 

destructive consequences of deforestation and therefore had to be literally “shown” the way 

even in open light of the day! It was a symbolic gesture aimed to dispel the ignorance of an 

amateur forest science that when forests are clear felled new forests do not grow in their place, 

853 Prasoon, “Kya hain jangal ka upkaar?,” 45. 
854 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “A Tree is Equal to 10 Sons,” in The Road to Survival, 34. 
855 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 21, 2011. 
856 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 21, 2011. 
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because the soil and water sources dry up.857 Simultaneous to the entry of the official in 

Advani forests, the villagers, both local youths and women greeted him with shouts of 

Prasoon’s Chipko slogan, in its original ten-line form, as given above.858  

As it appears, Prasoon, a prominent writer and rural journalist, a balladeer, and a 

Gandhian social activist, was the creative fount behind novel means of protest and the slogans 

for the movement. 859  The streak of novelty innate in his ideas of protests was greatly 

responsible for generating fervor amongst the people, especially the young and the womenfolk. 

Prasoon accorded critical importance to the movement’s slogans. His idea was that slogans 

must reflect the essence of the philosophy of any movement and it must also form a crucial part 

of public education.860 His Chipko slogan aptly represents both the philosophical and 

pedagogic elements of the movement, reflecting that forests were not providers of resin and 

wood but were bearers of soil, water, and pure air. The slogan was deliberately written in Hindi 

instead of Garhwali to appeal to larger audiences, not bound to the Garhwal hills or to 

Uttarakhand. Its wider translation into English,861 made the whole world to take notice of its 

powerful ecological message. The slogan thus neatly captured the spirit of public interest and 

the science of ecology. It also demonstrated the unique role that science, art and literature, and 

nonviolent social activism can play together in transforming society. 

857 Vimla Bahuguna, “The Chipko Movement,” A Space Within the Struggle, 117. 
858 Prasoon, “Kya hain jangal ka upkaar?” in Chipko, 45; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, 

October, 21, 2011. 
859 Negi affirmed that Prasoon, a B.Ed. graduate from Tehri, was one of the most creative writers of slogans 

and had composed most of all slogans of Chipko and other environmental movements in Uttarakhand such as the 
Anti-Tehri Dam movement, movement against limestone quarrying, and the Beej Bachao Andolan (Save the seeds 
movement). 

860 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 1, 2011. 
861 In his early writings, Bahuguna had extracted the four verses from Prasoon’s original composition and 

translated them in English as: “What are the benefits of forest?/Soil, Water and Oxygen/Soil, Water, and 
Oxygen/The basis of our sustenance.” Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko Week- Report From Uttarakhand,” Vigil (July 
13, 1979): 7.Over the next few years, Bahuguna altered and edited it, replacing “oxygen” with “pure air” for 
euphonic reasons and “our sustenance” with “all life” thus giving it a non-anthropocentric turn. Prasoon’s Hindi 
slogan, translated by Bahuguna today stands as: “What do the forests bear/Soil, water and pure air/ Soil, water and 
pure air/Are the basis of all life.” Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko Week- Report From Uttarakhand,” 7. 
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Thus, it was the Chipko activist Bahuguna who conveyed the message of Sarala Behn 

about the hydroecological processes associated with mountain forests to others like Prasoon, 

who was able to translate, communicate, and explain the ecological-scientific concept of the 

value of forests to simple village folk, including the women, through this slogan. As Sudesha 

Devi of Rampur village in Henwal valley confirmed, “…we learnt [emphasis mine] about the 

importance of forests, how they affect our lives… All we knew before was about our grass, our 

fuelwood.”862  

Not themselves authors of the slogan, the women in the forests of Advani nevertheless 

had a significant role to play in the meeting. Under Bachhni Devi, wife of the local village 

head who was himself a forest contractor, the village women raised many questions, which the 

Forest Officer was unable to answer. Countering people’s claim that forest felling was causing 

loss of soil fertility and drying up of spring sources, the Forest Officer argued that scientific 

felling is necessary to regenerate forests and promote the growth of trees.863 To this, Bacchni 

Devi pointed out the shortcoming of a commercially oriented forestry in which felling does not 

regenerate the forests as promised even after a decade. “Show us those trees you have 

planted!” riposted Bachhni Devi, implying that in government forestry practice replanting is 

not undertaken to that effect, creating scarcity of basic needs like fuel and fodder.864 This 

clearly revealed that scientific forestry ignored the intricate and diverse resource functions of 

the forest ecosystem, destroying its ecological base, which in turn hurt the interests of those 

whose survival depends on the same. Clearly, the village women had demonstrated a better 

scientific understanding of forestry than government practices! As Bachhni Devi put it, “We 

862 Olivia Bennet and Siobhan Warrington, “The Testimonies,” in Voices from the Mountains: Oral 
Testimonies from Uttaranchal and Himachal Pradesh, India (London: Panos, 2003), 10. 

863 Prasoon, “Kya Hain Jangal Ka Upkaar?,” in Chipko, 46. 
864 Prasoon, “Kya Hain Jangal Ka Upkaar?,” in Chipko, 46; Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, 

October 22, 2011. 
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protected the forests because we knew it would make our lives easier. We could get firewood, 

grass, we could keep livestock in peace….If there were plenty of trees, the rainfall would 

increase…We must save the forests.”865   

A popular conception about Chipko is that rural hill women hugged trees to prevent 

their felling. Both scholars and local activists have challenged the veracity of such romantic 

portrayals.866 In most Chipko protests, the actual need to hug trees was not necessary because 

“the presence of a large number of angry villagers was enough to discourage the contractors 

from trying to fell trees.”867 However, it is important to stress that male activists were involved 

in actual instances of hugging of trees to protect them from the feller’s ax while staking their 

own lives. The first such incident took place soon after the Advani protests in the forests of 

Salet on January 7, 1978, where Negi embraced trees and single-handedly prevented their 

felling.868 To motivate people, local activists widely propagated this incident of exemplary 

fortitude and self-sacrifice through Chipko bulletins. A second instance occurred in Advani 

forests on January 17 when at grave risk of their own lives, Ram Raj Badoni and Dayal Singh 

Bhandari took turns to embrace trees just when the axmen prepared to strike. This method of 

protest thwarted the fellers and it continued until Prasoon arrived at the spot leading a 

procession of women when the contractor and his men retreated. 869  Such courageous acts 

served to kindle people’s resolve in protecting the forests. 

On February 1, 1978, when the contractors returned to the forests of Advani with two 

truckloads of armed police of the Provincial Armed Constabulary (PAC), hundreds of men, 

865 Olivia Bennet and Siobhan Warrington, “The Testimonies,” 15. 
866 Bandyopadhyay, “Of Floated Myths and Flouted Realities,” 881-882; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by 

author, Khadi, April 3, 2011; Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
867 Bandyopadhyay, “Of Floated Myths and Flouted Realities,” 882.  
868 Prasoon, “Kya hain jangal ke upkaar,” in Chipko, 46-47; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, 

Khadi, April 1, 2011.  
869 Dayal Singh of Khadi, interview by author, Khadi, April 2, 2011; Prasoon, “Kya hain jangal ke upkaar,” 

in Chipko, 47-48. 
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women, and children guarded the trees in nonviolent protest, frustrating the contractors as well 

as the police. The police and the contractors had no other option but to withdraw. Loud cries of 

the ecological message of the Chipko in its catchy lines: “What do the forests bear? Soil, water, 

and pure air!” rent the air and reverberated in the hills and glens of Uttarakhand.  

Soon after the Advani protests, the meeting at Dharamghar in June of 1978, clearly 

emphasized conservation of forests and propagation of large-scale plantations of mixed species 

over forest-based industries, the main demand in the first phase of Chipko.870 This conservative 

strategy was not only to challenge and change the statist forest policy but also to raise the 

general awareness of the people towards sustainable forest management practices. This was 

necessary as Sarala Behn explained, “in view of the chronic shortage of fuel and fodder created 

by the revenue-making forest policy of the government, the public are also provoked to 

unscientific treatment of forests.”871 Reduction in soil fertility in the forests, declining 

agricultural productivity, and drying up of water sources combined with increasing risks from 

landslides and floods raised the alarm bell of rapid ecological degradation in the Himalayas.872 

The disastrous floods and landslides in the monsoon of 1978 on the river Bhagirathi at Dabrani 

further heightened ecological concern galvanizing the people to action. The sustained 

grassroots struggle to protect forests at Amarsar and Badyargarh in Tehri Garhwal, epitomized 

these concerns about the real ecological threat to the hills. Chipko activists of Henwal valley, 

students of Sarala Behn, viz. Vimla Behn, Radha Behn, and many others played a pioneering 

role in mobilizing the village women to take part in the protection of the forest. Some women 

had come from Kemar, some sixty-two miles away, and camped in the forests of Badyargarh. 

870 Sarala Devi, “Mitra Milan baithak ki karyavahi” [Proceedings of friends union meeting], Karkinagar 
Intercollege, June 19-21, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

871 Sarala Devi to the Editor, September 18, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
872 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay and Vandana Shiva, “Chipko,” Seminar 330 (February 1987): 36. 
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They kept vigil guarding the trees all day and night.873 Bahuguna, who in the first phase of 

Chipko considered forest industries as the “only way to bring prosperity to the hills,”874 

demanded the felling of trees by local cooperatives, and even fasted for the cause,875 now 

underwent a twenty-four day fast at the Badyargarh uprising for a different cause. This fast was 

to raise people’s consciousness to save Himalayan ecology and to radically change the 

commercial forest policy.876 Under the leadership of Vimla Behn, local women began 

mobilizing people in the surrounding villages. Participation came from all social groups and 

ages. Some three thousand men, women, and children participated to save forests foiling 

attempts to fell even during the dead of the night. Women at Badyargarh showed exemplary 

dedication and courage by guarding the trees in the forest for a whole month. The police 

arrested Bahuguna on the thirteenth day of his fast. Recitation of Bhagawat Katha was 

arranged to encourage people to participate. Chipko Andolan had finally reached its ecological 

climax. The struggle was now declared as a holy war or “crusade” rendered through Sailani’s 

emotive folk poetry. The wandering poet went from village to village inspiring people with his 

soul stirring music. Sailani composed a new poem highlighting both the ecological problems of 

deforestation and the intimate bond between forests and humankind. In contrast to his first 

873 Vimla Bahuguna, “The Chipko Movement,” in A Space within the Struggle, 118; Vimla Bahuguna, 
interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 

874 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Some Problems of Garhwal and Kumaun,” in Social Work in the Himalaya, 93. 
875 This remarkable transformation of Bahuguna from an early phase (in the 60s) when he was actively 

organizing forest labor cooperatives for local economic self-reliance in the hills and had fasted in protest of local 
people’s right to fell trees, to a later phase when he fasted in defense of forests and against felling (in the 70s) was a 
direct influence of Sarala Behn. Any analysis of Chipko protests and its evolution will be incomplete without 
addressing the cause and nature of this crucial ideological transformation of one of its key grassroots activist. 
Bahuguna’s transformation becomes further clear in a significant correspondence between Sarala Behn and 
Bahuguna. Sarala Behn to Sunderlal Bahuguna, March 23, 1976, Sobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  

876 The story goes that local villagers were receiving various incitements from contractors and forest 
officials in the form of grants for school building, appointments in government service, personal bribes etc. Under 
such circumstances, Badyargarh was in effect, opposing the Chipko. Bahuguna therefore took to fasting here as 
there was no other option to influence the government policy and arouse local action. Sarala Devi, “The Growth of 
People’s Movement: From Girls’ Education to Conservation, A Non Violent Strategy,” David Hopkins Private 
Collection; Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011. 
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Chipko poem composed in 1972 which expressed a concern for saving forests for local 

economic use rights, his new poem was unmistakably different both in its content and tone. 

Translated from Garhwali, the first few lines read thus: 

Crusade has begun in the Himalayan forests 
The cruel people have started axing trees 
Sisters! Join this crusade, to protect our forests. 
We have to embrace the trees, full of life 
And feel the heartbeat of the trees. 
If these lush green trees are felled 
What shall we eat and what shall we wear? 
Floods will engulf the country, 
Where shall the poor go?877 
 

It is important to note that while Prasoon’s slogans conveyed the ecological message of Chipko 

from the hills to the plains, Sailani’s folk poetry inspired love and affection for the trees and 

mutual interdependence amongst forests and humans.878 However, both were pivotal in 

generating awareness about protecting forests and in protesting the government’s forest policy. 

Undoubtedly, the Chipko slogan that emerged at Advani effectively articulated the 

ecological knowledge that Sarala Behn instilled amongst the Sarvodaya activists. The Advani 

protests empowered by this ecological awareness laid the first foundations for an alternative 

forestry science for the people of Uttarakhand. From demands for greater share of the local 

people in the commercial benefits from exploitation of forest resource, the movement evolved 

to a demand for ecological rehabilitation. The Chipko slogan enunciates the problem with the 

reductionist epistemic system of “scientific forestry” that fails to regard the complex 

interrelationships within the forest ecosystem and the overall biomass productivity of forests. 

877 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko,” in Chipko: A Novel Movement for Establishment of Cordial 
Relationship between Man and Nature, 14. I have made minor alterations in Bahuguna’s translation of Sailani’s 
poem to keep the meaning clear. Entire poem in Garhwali by Ghanshyan Sailiani titled “O ho, yeh dhaddi ghandyal 
chirenge …” [Crusage has begun in the Himalayan forests] is in Chipko, ed. [Dhoom Singh Negi, S. M. A. Kajmi?], 
62.  

878 Indu Tikekar, “Van-paryavaran sanrakshak – ‘Chipko mahayajna,” 112-3. 

298 

                                                 



 
 

Such an epistemic base generates a pattern of resource use that undermines the ecological 

realities that the main product of the forest is not resin or timber but soil, water, and oxygen. 

On the latter depends the very survival of the forest communities, since their primary biomass 

needs such as food, fodder, and fuel come from these ecosystemic functions of forests. Thus, 

the slogan “laid the foundations of an alternative forestry science, oriented to the public 

interest and ecological in nature.”879  

 

5.4.3.4  Changes in Forest Policy and the Role of Sarala Behn and Mira Behn 

The period following the Bhagirathi landslide of 1978 saw the involvement of both 

Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in articulating Chipko’s demands to the policymakers which 

pushed the philosophical ground of the campaign to a more radical level. They helped connect 

the local ecological concerns of the Uttarakhand Himalayas with the national government 

policies as well as with the global environmental trends emerging in other parts of the world. 

Their correspondence with the ministers and their relentless articles in news and international 

journals helped attract the attention of government officials to the question of Himalayan 

environmental degradation. They questioned the reductionist paradigm of commercial forestry 

and helped the government realize the urgency for considering a new forest policy of 

conservation. 

Even from far-off England and Austria, Mira Behn was in constant touch with several 

Sarvodaya workers who had worked with her in the Himalayas. Profoundly worried about the 

recurring floods and ecological degradation in the Himalaya, on many an occasion, she urged 

879 Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, “Chipko,” Seminar, 37. 
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them to the necessity of taking action to stop the indiscriminate felling of trees.880 She had also 

been reminding them since the early 70s through her articles on the need to reestablish the 

Himalayan Oak as a long-term project of sustainable forestry undertaken with cooperation of 

local villagers, to check recurrent flooding and erosion of top soil.881 In November 1978, she 

wrote to the Prime Minister Morarji Desai and the Chief Minister of U.P. stressing how the 

malady in the Himalayas is a direct consequence of a misplaced policy of the Forest 

Department that led to the disappearance of native broadleaved species like oak by promoting 

cultivations of chir pine.882  

In the course of correspondence with the Union Minister of Agriculture,883 Surjit Singh 

Barnala, Mira Behn questioned some of the myths propagated by the Forest Department in the 

name of “scientific forestry.”884 She impugned the claims of the government Forest 

Department that it protects the native oak wherever it exists. She argued that under the garb of 

“scientific forestry” the department officials take ample care instead to propagate the fast-

growing chir pine plantations to thin out the oak belt. With regard to specious claims that lack 

of soil-depth and moisture on the southern Himalayan slopes cannot sustain oak plantations, 

Mira Behn countered:  

Firstly, it is an exaggeration to say that most of these slopes are bare without a trace of 
soil left. Secondly, the deep, powerful roots of the Banj penetrate between the rocks. 
The Banj can grow on steep mountain ranges. It is the Banj that enriches the soil and 
fosters cool springs. Where it has been obliterated by Chir it will, of course, be a long, 
difficult job to resuscitate it owing to the impoverishment of the soil caused by the hard 

880 Krishna Murti Gupta to Mira Behn, February 17, 1975, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum 
and Library, New Delhi. 

881 Mira Behn, “Oak ko pratishtha dijiye” [Restore the Oak trees], Himalaya News Round-Up 3, no. 8 
(August, 1974): 1-3. This article was also published earlier in the English daily, Hindustan Times. Mira Behn, 
“Controlling Floods,” Hindustan Times, September 1973, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 

882 Mira Behn to Morarji Desai, November 14, 1978, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi; Mira Behn to Ram Naresh Yadav, November 20, 1978, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 

883 In the 1970s, the Agriculture Ministry included other areas such as forests and the environment. 
884 Mira Behn to Sardar Surjit Singh Barnala, January 29, 1979, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 

300 

                                                 



 
 

resinous pine needles of the Chir, but ways will have to be devised if the floods are to 
be controlled. 
 

Clearly, the department encouraged and endorsed for long, unplanned afforestation and 

unscientific forestry practices, which had systematically undermined all broad-leaved species 

that the oak zone encouraged. Through one of her articles written at this time, Mira Behn 

suggested to Desai a rigorous four-point conservation and ecological land use planning scheme 

to resuscitate the oak.885 These were a systematic and complete removal of the non-local chir 

pine above 4000 feet; development of the indigenous oak in its own natural habitat; restrictions 

on agricultural land expansion, grazing, and local forest use inside the protection zone; and 

alternate livelihood options such as development of crafts and alternative fuel sources that do 

not depend heavily on dwindling forest resources. She also recommended the need to declare 

the oak zone a “critical area,” and suggested changing the Forest Department’s policy from 

profit motive to anti-erosion motive.886  

Desai who by this time, was sympathetic to the concern of the Himalayan forests, 

responded favorably. He took up the issue with the Chief Ministers of all States, stressing the 

need for greater reforestation and soil conservation measures with regard to the threat to the 

Himalayan region.887 Mira Behn’s ideas on forest conservation played a major role in 

influencing the movement through Bahuguna. He widely propagated Mira Behn’s suggestions 

for a conservative forest policy focused on protection, afforestation with native species, and 

sustainable energy alternatives, in the subsequent years. In a letter to her, Bahuguna clearly 

indicated this influence: “Whatever I could learn from you about forest conservation, we have 

885 Mira Behn, “The One Remedy,” The Ecologist 9, no. 2 (March –April), 75.  
886 Mira Behn to Sardar Surjit Singh Barnala, January 29, 1979, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
887 Morarji Desai to Mira Behn, November 24, 1978, in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 289. 
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been trying to give a practical shape to your ideas. The goal is still far away, but we have been 

able to convince the central government about the reality.”888  

Sarala Behn played an equally significant role in raising the concern of the government 

and forest ministers on the need to reform a forestry policy that ignores the critical energy 

exchanges between plant life, soil, and water. Having realized people’s awareness about the 

problems with scientific forestry, the Forest Department in 1979 was proposing social forestry 

as an alternative to the demand for a new forest policy and moratorium on felling.889 Sarala 

Behn was quick to point out the defects in such an approach:  

A successful policy of conservation calls for some basic changes in the whole 
orientation of forest policy, including decentralized local planning for the particular 
micro-environment and active public participation in all phases of the policy, from 
planning to execution in the form of conservation and true development of existing 
forests, and the planting and caring of new forests and trees in general. No forest policy 
can ever be successful without full local cooperation, which can be earned only by 
assurance of the fulfillment of local needs.890  
 
Several of her appeals to the central and state ministers and to the Planning 

Commission, during this time played a crucial role in influencing government opinion on the 

Chipko movement’s demands. When the Secretary of the UP Forest Department wrote to her 

arguing that an irrational moratorium will lead to sizeable unemployment, she asked how 

stopping green felling would affect the local economy since majority of labor employed by 

forest contractors came not from the local state. 891  The state government’s proposal for large-

scale social forestry, she maintained, was insufficient to meet the needs of an emergency 

condition, i.e. the growing ecological degradation owing to floods and landslides. Thus, while 

acknowledging that social forestry can encourage the supply of the main local needs of food, 

888 Sunderlal Bahuguna to Mira Behn, February 15, 1981, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
889 Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011. 
890 Sarala Devi, “Forest Policy and Science of Forestry,” Himalaya Man and Nature (July 1980): 10. 
891 Sarala Devi to N.P. Tripathi, April 29, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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fuel, fodder, fiber, fertilizer, and fats, this alone, she maintained, was not enough to help the 

ecology, particularly to sustain water supply in the forests.892 Asserting the need for a 

moratorium on large-scale green fellings, she explained to the minister of forest, “it will be at 

least twenty years, probably much longer, before the new social forests have any appreciable 

ecological effect.”893 In a letter to the hill development minister, she further stressed that 

“unless the result of reforestation under social forestry evince a decrease in annual silt outflow, 

and as long as mixed forests which fulfill the basic subsistence needs of the people are not 

introduced in such government programs, large-scale felling of any kind cannot be called 

‘scientific.’”894 She indicated that only when the forests have considerably recovered, could 

felling be considered by local non-profit making decentralized industrial units rather than by 

large-scale industries in the plains. This will help build an economically self-sufficient and 

ecologically sustainable rural economy.895  

In her early letter to the Planning Commission, published as “Blueprint for Survival in 

the Hills” Sarala Behn explained the imperative for a change in the “scientific forestry” policy: 

The present policy of the Forest Department is based on a plan outlined by the British 
Government a hundred years ago. At that time the hills were covered with dense forests 
of mixed species and the local population used only the fringes of these forests to 
satisfy its needs. … Since then the sciences of forestry and ecology have made giant 
strides and at the same time the area and condition of forests throughout the world has 
decreased. This challenges forest authorities throughout the world to revise their old 
policies. 

 

Exhorting the need of a “new forest policy,” she stated: 

892 Sarala Devi, “Crisis in the Himalayan Region,” (First Published 1979) in Himalaya: Man and Nature, 
ed. Krishna Murti Gupta and M.S. Swaminathan (New Delhi: Lancer Books, 1990), 38. 

893 Sarala Devi to Hon. Imazi Mohiuddin Mahomad (Minister of Forests, U.P. – Lucknow), May 23, 1979, 
Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

894 Sarala Devi to Parvatiya Vikas Mantri Shivananda Nautiyal [Hill development minister, Shivananda 
Nautiyal], September 5, 1979, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

895 Sarala Devi, “Forest Policy and Science of Forestry,” 10. 
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The old connection of “sustained yield” as the regular supply of commercial raw 
materials must be replaced by the modern conception of sustained yield as the natural 
process of regeneration of a mixed forest of trees of varying species and ages supplying 
different local needs. 
 
There should be one coordinated policy for the development and conservation of all 
types of forests with no distinction between forests for social forestry and forests for 
commercial production. The main object of all forests should be the conservation and 
development of soil fertility and water supply, and the supply of local daily essential 
needs. 896   

 

Thus, on one hand Sarala Behn made relentless efforts to bring knowledge and 

awareness about forests and ecology to people, especially amongst intellectuals, leaders of the 

movement, and the government. On the other, she fought to assert people’s rights to forests, 

denouncing government control of the same.897  

Global ideas on agro-forestry or forest farming informed and strengthened Chipko’s 

demands for charting a new course of forest policy in India. While Sarala Behn was long 

acquainted with the idea of forest farming as a recognized practice, she was much impressed 

with J. Sholto Douglas and Robert Hart’s Forest Farming, published in the mid seventies.898 

She introduced and popularized the concept of forest farming amongst Chipko activists and 

government ministries for consideration.899 Such ideas suggested creative solutions for 

ecological regeneration of the hills. Sarala Behn argued that it is through forest farming the 

pattern of hill agriculture could be changed and local demand for fuel, fodder, food, fertilizer, 

fats or edible oils and fiber could be met, which can in turn improve the productive and 

896 Sarala Devi , “A Blueprint for Survival in the Hills,” Himalaya Man and Nature (1980): 3-4, Shobha 
Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

897 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, April 20, 2011. 
898 Sholto-Douglas’ ideas captured the imagination of many international conservation organizations during 

this time. St. Barbe Baker, with whom Sarala Behn held significant correspondence, began promoting and 
propagating Sholto Douglas’s ideas at his International Tree Crops Institute in 1977 with much success. Devendra 
Saklani, “Antarashtriya Van-Krishi Sansthan’ [International Tree-Crop Institute], Udankaar (April 15, 1979): 6, 
Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

899 Sarala Devi to M.S. Swaminathan, July 8, 1980, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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protective capacity of the soil.900 Chipko activists later propagated Sarala Behn’s ideas of 

forest farming to the hill folks. 

In November 1978, Sarala Behn wrote to all ministers of forests of the states and union 

territories of India to take immediate ameliorative steps for arresting Himalayan ecological 

degradation.901 Following her recommendations, in 1979 between May 30, Tilari Martyrs Day, 

and June 5, World Environment Day, the Chipko activists organized meetings, demonstrations, 

and foot marches. This was a call for an alternative forestry science as opposed to the 

reductionist scientific forestry. It emphasized the immediate need to ban all commercial green 

felling in the hill catchment areas of the rivers on one hand and the practice of sound forest 

farming by planting the panch jeevan vriksh or the five life-giving species, viz. food, fodder, 

fuel, fertilizer, and fiber on the other.902 In this way, the movement under Sarala Behn came to 

reveal a functioning concept and understanding embracing local needs and forest produce, 

harmoniously within an ecological context. It came with an idea of development ensouling 

ecological consciousness. 

Sarala Behn’s ideas carried forward by her students made a transformative impact on 

local women’s perceptions leading to a shift in the way they looked upon the forests. The 

women of the hills were able to articulate their needs and concerns clearly and took a firm 

stand against the propagation of species for commercial plantations in the name of social 

forestry. In response to the Forest Department’s unhealthy forest policy with regard to the 

choice of species, the village women launched programs of planting fodder and fuel trees in the 

900 Sarala Devi, “A Blueprint for Survival in the Hills,” 3-4. 
901 Sarala Devi to Ministers of Forests of the States and Union Territories, November 20, 1978, Shobha 

Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
902 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko Week – Report from Uttarakhand,” Vigil (July 13, 1979): 7; Sadan 

Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011.  
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midst of conifers.903 Chipko organizer Vimla Behn referred to the agency of rural women 

stating how they became experts in sustainable forestry practices: 

Women were also conscious by this time. They challenged the forest official, “in place 
of you [forest department officials] planting and managing nurseries, why don’t you 
give this job to us, to the Mahila Mandal [Women’s Board]? We will do this and show 
you how all this is done.” Such was the courage and self-confidence of the women! 
There was one Jupeli Devi, President of the Silyara Women’s Organization, under 
whose supervision the local women took over the care of a forest department nursery. 
Jupeli gave a condition in writing to the forest officer that if the department planted 
ecologically harmful soil or water depleting trees like eucalyptus or chir pine they will 
tear them down … There was a slogan in those days to support this idea, Chir poplar 
nahin lagega, dharti maa ka dushman hain! (Do not plant chir or poplar trees they are 
the enemies of Mother Earth!).904  
 

The women’s demand in the Chipko not only emphasized the need for planting ecologically 

appropriate trees that met their basic needs, but challenged the paradigm of development that 

failed to address local sustainability. Under the guidance of Chipko activists, the rural women 

also challenged the misdirected government planning: ghaas, lakru, aur paani, yo ka bina 

yojana kaani (without provision for fodder, fuel, and water, all development plans are 

blind).905 This epitomizes Sarala Behn’s arguments in “Blueprint for Survival in the Hills,” 

which stressed the need for re-directing planning and development in the hills onto an 

environmentally sustainable path. 906 

Thus, from fervent indigenous claims of van par gaon ka adhikar or village people’s 

rights over use of forests, which was a logical extension of a strand of the Gandhian project of 

village self-rule, demands of Chipko progressed in a dynamic manner. In June 1979, Sarala 

Behn summoned the workers of the Sarvodaya Brotherhood to assemble again at 

903 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko for a balanced relationship,” Vigil 4, no. 43 (August 13, 1982): 10. 
904 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, October 19, 2011. 
905 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Chipko Week – Report from Uttarakhand,” 7. This slogan was Kunwar Prasoon’s 

composition. 
906 Sunderlal Bahuguna to Sarala Behn, June 15, 1979, Dhoom Singh Negi Private Collection. 
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Dharamghar.907 This meeting marked a clear break from past demands of Chipko activists for 

raw material for local industry. As measure for the immediate steps for the protection of hill 

environment, this meeting demanded the following:908  

1. Ban on commercial green felling in hills above 1000 meters altitude and on 
slopes above thirty-degree gradient.  

2. Ban on felling of local fodder species like chamkharik (hornbeam). 
3. Thousands of pine trees are uprooted every year, weakened by excessive resin 

tapping. Damaged trees be given rest till wounds are healed up. 
4. Plantation of food, fodder, fuel, fertilizer and fiber trees near villages at least up 

to the distance of three kilometers. 
 

From Austria, Mira Behn also advised the then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi to take 

immediate steps to save the Himalayan region from ecological ruin.909 

The campaign of Chipko and its demands for a complete ban on green felling above 

1000 meters altitude was to stop the “sustained yield” commercial forestry practices and need 

to acknowledge Himalayan forests as protection forests. It was a new step towards rethinking 

of the forest management strategy for the hill areas. Recognizing these growing demands, in 

1981 Indira Gandhi, agreed to a fifteen-year moratorium on commercial felling in Uttarakhand 

Himalaya. Chipko’s ecological turn thus led to a turning point in India’s forest policies. The 

latter, which for long emphasized production forestry, now shifted its focus to forest protection 

and conservation.910 

 

 

 

907 Bharat Dogra, Forests and People, 51. 
908 Sarala Devi, “Demands of Chipko,” ca. 1979, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection; B. Dogra, Forests 

and People, 51. 
909 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Fount of Motherly Love,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 252. 
910 Shinya Ishizaka, “What has the Chipko Movement Brought About?: Forest Protection Movement and 

Environmentalist Network Formation in India,” Working Paper Series no. 52 (Shiga: Afrasian Center for Peace and 
Development Studies, 2009), 9. 
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5.4.3.5 Widening of Chipko and the Global connections 

The ability of the Chipko activists to incorporate global environmental concepts into 

local concerns in the Chipko movement was instilled by the example and guidance of Sarala 

Behn. To the Chipko activists, Sarala Behn’s sincere advice had always been to connect their 

local perspectives to the global opinion: 

It is sincerely hoped that the general public will organize mass peaceful demonstrations 
against forest auctions. Furthermore, in view of the lessons of history which we have in 
many parts of the world, notably Sahara, which was once a fertile and well forested 
area, the Chinese hills and the Gobi desert, such a protest should not be limited to the 
people of India, but should be taken up by the rest of the world. For it is only through 
an international global policy for the conservation of the world’s forests that we can 
hope to achieve future ecological stability.911 
 

The main contribution in this regard came from Bahuguna. We noted earlier how from 

an advocate of forests as the basis for an economy in the hills, Bahuguna had evolved into a 

champion of forest conservation. This was a direct influence of Sarala Behn.912 Similarly, 

through the example of Sarala Behn he was able to envision the problem of ecological change 

in the Himalayas holistically, not as belonging exclusively to the hills of India. In support of 

banning commercial green felling in the Himalayas, Bahuguna for instance, effectively 

articulated the universal global message of the movement in 1979,  

There is a growing global consciousness about the ecological disturbances in the 
mountains. … The biggest danger before the human race is being posed by soil erosion 
and irregular flow of the rivers and streams. These have their sources in the mountains. 
… in the Himalayan region, trees are being felled in the name of scientific management 
on the pretext of feeding industries and providing employment to the people in 
lumbering. Allurement of resin, wood, and employment is widely being publicized to 
make the conservation aspect of Chipko movement powerless… 
 

911 Sarala Devi, “Sold down the river,” 219.  
912 Sarala Behn to Sunderlal Bahuguna, March 23, 1976, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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The problem of saving the Himalayas is neither regional nor of a single State. It is 
certainly not the problem of the hills alone. It will be a betrayal to the country and the 
human race at large to leave its solution entirely to the local narrow interests.913 

 

Support from other prominent individuals, such as Hans Christop Reiger, authority on 

Himalayan ecology at University of Heidelberg, conservationists Edward Goldsmith, and 

Richard St. Barbe Baker, further advanced the global-level environmental outreach of the Chipko 

in its later phase. St. Barbe Baker’s trips (November 1977 and August 1980) to the Uttarakhand 

hills and his meeting with Bahuguna holds much significance, as it provided a direct connection 

between the movement and the globally circulating ideas on forest protection.914 His meeting 

with the Prime Minister and other ministers urging for a moratorium on felling and a reappraisal 

of the government forest policy was significant since it marked the “first scientific support” from 

the West to the  Chipko movement.915 On the other hand, Swedish researchers, Ivo Iliste and 

Birgitta Gӧranson of Development Assistance Training Authority, who even participated in 

Chipko foot marches with Bahuguna in1979, were the first to take the ecological message of 

Chipko to the West.916 Support from such global currents of thought on sustainability, cross-

fertilization and translation of ideas constituted a major substance in the movement. 

The moratorium on green felling gave Bahuguna the opportunity to expand the ground 

of the movement, which according to him was “to make people of the Himalayas understand 

the need to do away with commercial motives to protect, and realize the significance of nature 

in their lives.”917 For wider publicity and in keeping with the ideas of Sarala Behn, he launched 

913 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Mountains Are Sick,” Vigil (May 11, 1979): 10. 
914 Ishizaka, “What has the Chipko Movement Brought About?” 13. 
915 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Saint-Scientist of Twentieth Century,” in The Road to Survival, 151. 
916Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Yes to Life, No to Death,” in The Road to Survival, 54; Sunderlal Bahuguna, 

“Chipko Week – Report from Uttarakhand,” 7; Ivo Iliste and Birgitta Gӧranson worked in India from 1977 to 1979 
as advisors on non-formal education and had been in touch with Sunderlal Bahuguna in the late 1970s. Iliste Ivo and 
Birgitta Goranson, “Crisis in the Himalayas,” Inside-Outside (March 1980): 37-51. 

917 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
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an extensive trans-Himalaya foot march walking 3026 arduous miles from Kashmir in the West 

to Kohima in the East, taking the message of Chipko to the far ends of the Himalayan 

mountains. Other activists also spread the message of Chipko through foot marches in other 

mountain systems of the country, such as the Western Ghats, Central India, and the 

Aravallis.918 In Chamoli, Chandi Prasad Bhatt followed up the Chipko victory with a highly 

effective voluntary social forestry project for ecological and economic rehabilitation. 919  

Villagers, who had not realized before that forests were limited in supply, that they could be 

“managed” and had relied on natural regeneration, showed long-term commitment in forest 

conservation and regeneration.920 Such local level reforestation work by “action-oriented field 

workers” of the Sarvodaya Brotherhood, who worked in cooperation with and for the sole 

benefit of the peasantry, stood out in sharp contrast to the top-down official planting programs. 

It was not only effective in meeting basic needs of fuel or fodder by planting native 

broadleaved species, but also in addressing justice issues in its participatory approach, giving 

the local people, especially women, their fair share in the management of their forests.  

The Chipko Andolan was thus a pioneering experiment securing people’s involvement 

in an ecological cause. The movement did not merely concern itself with the protection of 

forests. It also demanded an ecologically informed forestry system better geared to the needs of 

nature and local people. It evolved to embrace local, national, transnational as well as global 

concerns of saving forests of the Himalaya for ecological and economic security. It suffices to 

state here following Negi, “if the concern for such ecological conservation following Sarala 

918 Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, “Rekindling India’s Forest Culture,” 34. 
919 Martin J. Haigh, “Understanding ‘Chipko’: The Himalayan People’s Movement for Forest 

Conservation,” International Journal of Environmental Studies 31, (1988): 106. 
920 Desmond Mahony, “The Chipko Movement: Villagers’ attitude to a social forestry project,” Himalaya: 

Man and Nature (February-March, 1982): 20. 
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Behn’s efforts had not been kindled in the Chipko, then fundamentally it would have been 

restricted to being only a movement of forest industries for the labor cooperatives.”921 

 

5.4.4 Rift within Chipko and Organizational Breakdown 

For the strength of the hills we bless Thee, 
Our God, our fathers’ God, 
Thou hast made Thy people mighty 
By the touch of the mountain sod. 
 
 

−  Excerpt of a hymn by Felicia Hemans (Hymn of the Vaudois Mountaineers in 
Times of Persecution, 1793-1835), frequently quoted by Sarala Behn in the context of the 
strength, solidarity, and faith of the mountain people and activists of Uttarakhand. 

 

A question that emerges in the context of Chipko is why after years of such intense 

activity the movement failed to continue after its success in the early eighties. This section 

explores the reasons for this failure. I argue that the emergence of internal schisms between 

workers and a breakdown in the organizational ground of the movement created by Sarala 

Behn led to this outcome. 

In spite of its great achievements, Chipko began facing difficulties towards its end. The 

ban on green fellings was not appreciated by one and all. This led to a difference in opinion 

between two major protagonists of the movement, Chandi Prasad Bhatt and Sunderlal 

Bahuguna. Chandi Prasad Bhatt and his followers perceived the prohibition on green felling to 

be against the economic advancement of the mountain communities.922 As a crusader against 

hill poverty, Bhatt emphasized the peasant’s stake in forest management and forest 

921 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011. 
922 Gopal Dutt Bhatt to Sarala Behn, February 27, 78, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection; Weber, 

Hugging the Trees, 72. 
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regeneration.923 This notion, while supportive of social forestry practices, fell short on the 

question of the long-term sustainability of the Himalayan forests, which calls for a parallel ban 

on green felling. As Sarala Behn observed, “it will take at least twenty years or more for any 

visible impact of social forestry on the ecology and local economy.” She reasoned that both 

reforestation and a ban on green felling were equally important in instituting a radical change 

in forest policy.924 However, according to Bhatt, saving the trees was not the main goal but 

“only the first step in the movement. Saving ourselves is the real goal. Our future is tied up 

with them.”925 This concept perceives humans at the center of the ecosystem and insists that 

local economy had rights to use ecosystem produce to meet demands for raw materials.926 

Bhatt’s philosophy thus embraced a model of development that defines hill poverty as the lack 

of local processing industries and perceives technology transfer as the solution to poverty and 

developmental issues.927 Thus, Bhatt’s position still reflected the philosophy of the first phase 

of the Chipko, which Sarala Behn had significantly advanced and reformed ever since. In the 

second phase of Chipko, self-sufficiency or local economic self-reliance was not denied but it 

veritably occupied a secondary position to the major ecological objectives of the movement. 

In contrast to Bhatt, Bahuguna and his followers firmly stood by the view that any 

development is unsustainable if ecological conservation is not considered as a first priority. 

The solution to poverty therefore, lies in the conservation of essential ecological processes and 

hence in rebuilding of nature’s productivity. This view also endorses a certain change in 

consumption patterns since it maintains that commercial forest exploitation must be withheld 

923 Guha, How much should a person consume? 187. 
924 Sarala Behn to Krishna Murti Gupta, January 28, 1981, in Tumhari hi Behnji: Sarala Behnji ke patra 

[Yours Behnji: letters of Sarala Behn] ed. Divya Bhatt (Nrisinghbari: Katyuri Prakashan, 2001), 129. 
925 Sarala Devi, “The Growth of a People’s Movement,” David Hopkins Private Collection. 
926 Weber, Hugging the Trees, 73. 
927 Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, “Rekindling India’s Forest Culture,” 33. 
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until the forests recover their lost ground. Thus, while both Bhatt and Bahuguna initially 

emphasized the connection between deforestation, poverty and lack of local control of forest 

resources, Bahuguna wholeheartedly adopted Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s philosophy by 

connecting deforestation to ecological degradation and loss of survival base for the people. 

While the above philosophical differences are significant in terms of the different 

approaches to sustainability that they represent, there were other differences amongst Bhatt and 

Bahuguna, such as their different work methodologies. Bahuguna spread the message of the 

Chipko and pressed the government for a complete change in the forest policy for the 

protection of the entire Himalayan watershed. Bhatt, on the other hand, used his organizational 

skills to pioneer India’s largest voluntary forest regeneration program by planting ecologically 

suitable trees on fragile hill slopes.928 Bahuguna’s ascetic fasts and reports in the press brought 

him significant media focus overshadowing Bhatt’s constructive endeavors. This to some 

extent embittered their relations.929 However, both media and urban-based organizations took 

advantage of the growing differences between Bhatt and Bahuguna and played a major role in 

interpreting their different roles in the movement in oppositional terms of real grassroots 

worker vs. public broadcaster respectively.930 Their lavished support for one spokesperson 

(Bhatt) while undermining the other (Bahuguna) distorted the socioecological message of the 

Chipko as well as upset its organizational unity, compounding differences, whether at 

philosophical or at personal level.931 Emerging media misrepresentations, Sarala Behn had 

928 Weber, Hugging the Trees, 73. 
929 Pratap Shikhar, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011; Sadan Mishra, interview by author, 

Garur, April 18, 2011. 
930 The State of India’s Environment (New Delhi: Center for Science and Environment, 1982), 42-43. 

Hindi dailies such as Jan Lahar also published defamatory views about the movement and its key leaders, pitting 
Bhatt against Bahuguna. Sarala Devi to Shri Juyal, January 16, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

931 Several Chipko activists I interviewed elaborated how much of the apparent differences between 
Bhatt and Bahuguna were endorsed and promoted by vested interests of urban media and outside institutes and 
agencies who aimed to gain publicity by forging their collaboration with Chipko activists. Along with the Center 
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warned, could serve to the detriment of Bhatt more than Bahuguna, as it threatens the 

organizational base of the movement.932 Sarala Behn had emphasized the significance of 

maintaining mutual respect and unity amongst all workers by setting a direct example before 

them. When in 1981, the government of India awarded both Sarala Behn and Sunderlal 

Bahuguna with the Padma Shree Award,933 Sarala Behn had promptly refused to accept it on 

grounds that such accolades to particular individuals could spoil peer environment amongst 

workers.934 Following her example, Bahuguna refused the award.935 

In contrast to extraneous interpretations, differences between Bhatt and Bahuguna as 

Sarala Behn perceived, were complementary rather than contradictory.936 An expert 

educationist that she was, she emphasized the unique characteristics of both leaders and their 

significance in the struggle. Bhatt was less of a propagandist but an impeccable organizer, 

coordinator, and mobilizer of the masses at the grassroots, while also being creative and 

dexterous as a constructive worker. Bhatt was thus truly a Loknayak, Leader of the People, as 

Sarala Behn observed.937 Bahuguna on the other hand was more of a philosopher skilled in 

communicating Chipko’s message through wide propaganda and individual Satyagraha for a 

more fundamental change in public opinion both at the local and national levels. Sarala Behn 

for Science and Environment, organizations such as Gandhi Peace Foundation too, played its part in breaking the 
solidarity of the people by deflecting the attention of the activists from the movement to externally-funded 
reforestation programs offered by Oxfam and Ford Foundation. Sarala Behn was clearly unhappy about such 
urban influences and their interference with the constructive work and movement of the hills. Sadan Mishra, 
interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011; Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, April 4, 2011; 
Prasoon, “Jab Chipko andolan ke garbhapaat ki naubat aayi” [The attempt to abort the Chipko movement] in 
Chipko, 78-79. 

932 Sarala Devi to Shri Juyal, January 16, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
933 The Padma Shree Award is the fourth highest civilian award of India. It is awarded by the Government 

of India to recognize and honor contributions made in the fields of art and literature, science, industry, sports, and 
social service. 

934 Sarala Behn to Krishna Murti Gupta, January 28, 1982, in Tumhari hi Behnji: Sarala Behnji ke patra 
(Yours Behnji: Letters of Sarala Behn), 129; Sadan Mishra, “Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 2012 ko 
shraddhanjali ke do shabd,” (speech, Him Darshan Kutir, Dharamghar, July 8, 2012). 

935 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 17, 2011. 
936 Sarala Behn to Friends, May 12, 1981, Chandi Prasad Bhatt Private Collection. 
937 Ibid.   
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did not see any substantial conflict between the different approaches of Bhatt and Bahuguna, 

but insisted that one could fulfill the other.938 Moreover, to those who accented their growing 

difference of opinion, her response was that the Sarvodaya Brotherhood was a place where 

people of various capacities, qualities, and abilities came together to find sensible ways of 

using those capacities constructively rather than wasting time in finding differences and 

comparing each other.939 She emphasized that while Bhatt’s pioneering grassroots work 

constituted the foundation of the forest conservation movement in the hills, such ideas needed 

expert writing, communication, and networking skills for greater dissemination which 

Bahuguna fulfilled and thus could open up new discursive spaces for public communication 

and social change.940 In an exchange with Goldsmith on the matter, Sarala Behn explained how 

crucial it was to have both kinds of workers in the Chipko to make it a success:  

I feel that we need a hundred Chandi Prasad Bhatts (grassroot workers) to one 
Sunderlal Bahuguna (propagandist). But where are they forthcoming? … Bhatt goes 
deep in a smaller field and extends slowly whereas Bahuguna tackles all-India 
problems through personal contacts and propaganda with spasmodic Satyagrahas and 
flood relief etc. in between.941  
 

Thus, the success of the Chipko movement in influencing and shaping public opinion 

on one hand and government policy on the other, as Sarala Behn expressed, “could be achieved 

only when workers coordinate and unite in solidarity holding together the ground of grassroots 

work with its roof, the communicative network.”942 This precedence to unity amongst 

constructive workers for forest protection and hill development was perhaps her greatest 

938 Sarala Devi to Shri Juyal, January 16, 1978, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
939 Sarala Behn to Friends, [Divan Singh Negi, Gopal Dutt Bhatt, Gopal Dutt Pande and Kedar Singh 

Kunjwal] February 5, 1977, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
940 Sarala Behn to Friends, May 12, 1981, Chandi Prasad Bhatt Private Collection.  
941 Sarala Devi to Edward Goldsmith, September 6, 1980, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
942 Sarala Behn to Friends, May 12, 1981, Chandi Prasad Bhatt Private Collection. 
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contribution that held the rural people as a monolith and that catalyzed Chipko action. As she 

stressed: 

All paths of reform are long and stormy…It had been a long climb from the foundation of 
a school for small girls to rapidly swelling mass movement for local self-determination 
throughout the Uttar Pradesh hills. But the path was not to be abandoned. There was 
every confidence that through unity, [emphasis mine] the forests could be protected and 
subsequently constructively used by the villagers themselves for the conservation of 
agriculture and dairying in the hills, for the protection of the plains from alternating 
floods and droughts, and for the development of independent village organizations based 
on the scientific management of forests, and the utilization and protection of forest 
products locally for the rehabilitation of a healthy organization of the present decadent 
state of village family and social life.943 

 

For social transformations to take place, Sarala Behn insisted that efforts should not be isolated 

from each other, but proceed from and through open, dialogic sociopolitical processes, 

collective exchange, and in solidarity with members of the various Gram Swaraj Sanghs or 

constructive organizations. She considered diverse, conflicting views not as confrontational but 

complementary in facilitating the communicative processes. Her counsel was to channel such 

differences towards finding a shared common ground of basic agreement amongst workers.944 

Indeed, as some scholars have observed, the true art of politics emerges when we transform 

these conflicting relations into a “negotiable opposition of interests.”945  

To redress the growing alienation and bring amity between Bhatt and Bahuguna, in 

1980, Sarala Behn renamed the Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal Uttarakhand Sarvodaya 

Samannay Parivaar or The Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Family of Harmony and organized a 

meeting at Garur for all members. This renaming was to remind workers that the Sarvodaya 

organization should not be treated as an impersonal institute but as a family, in which one’s 

943 Sarala Behn, “The Growth of a People’s Movement: From Girls’ Education to Conservation.”  
944 Sarala Behn to Sunderlal Bahuguna, March 23, 1976, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
945 Dieter Misgeld, “Poetry, Dialog and Negotiation: Liberal Culture and Conservative Politics in Hans-

Georg Gadamer’s Thought,” Festivals of Interpretation: Essays on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Work ed. Kathleen 
Wright (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 172. 
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relationship to it becomes critical for a meaningful movement to emerge. “The main point of 

discussion in this meeting,” revealed Mishra, “was that all workers should come together to 

work for Gram Swaraj and ecological conservation in the hills whilst maintaining unity and 

integrity amongst leaders and co-workers.”946 During conversations with Sarvodaya workers 

she advised that all self-help organizations in Uttarakhand should 1) remain free from 

partisanship and government influences, 2) remain free from the lure of money, 3) engage in 

cultural rather than business activities, and 4) stand together united based on the above 

goals.947 

Towards the end of her life, Sarala Behn could no longer maintain the solidarity 

amongst the workers of the Sarvodaya Brotherhood due to her failing health. She was 

nevertheless much troubled to see how growing ideological differences separated these two 

main spokespersons of the Chipko, causing the powerful activist stronghold in Uttarakhand she 

had built so painstakingly, to break down before her very eyes. In 1981, in what she believed 

was her last message to the Sarvodaya workers, Sarala Behn sent an ardent plea to workers to 

break free of the narrow group cult and reunite to address the future development of the hills 

based on ecological conservation.948  

 

946 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
947 Ganga Prasad Vimal, “Sansthaon ka ekta: swargiya Sarala Behn ki antim abhilasha” [Unity of 

organizations: the last will of late Sarala Behn] Himalaya: Man and Nature (November 1982): 20. 
948 Sarala Behn to Friends, May 12, 1981, Chandi Prasad Bhatt Private Collection. 
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Figure 16: Sarala Behn with Sarvodaya workers at Anashakti Ashram, Kausani. (Backrow 
from left: Anand Vallabh, Govindsingh, Man Singh Rawat, Bankelal Consul, and Himmat 
Singh Bhakuni. Front row from left: Vimla Bahuguna, Sarala Behn, Bhagirathi Devi, Shashi 
Behn, and Sunderlal Bahuguna).949  

 

Sarala Behn had repeatedly warned that the main reason why social movements fail to 

make an impression was the lack of a continually active, broad and strong organization, and a 

constructive outlook.950 As Radha Behn revealed, “This split between Bhatt and Bahuguna 

weakened the strength of our Sarvodaya family. Chipko’s public image also dwindled. As a 

consequence of this split Sarvodaya social work in Uttarakhand suffered a great deal, and 

increasingly so after Sarala Behn left us and the world.”951 While the lack of unity amongst 

workers in the Brotherhood organization was the first reason why Chipko could not grow or 

develop as much as it did under the influence of and in the lifetime of Sarala Behn, the second 

949 Neema Vaishnava, Sarla Behn with fellow Sarvodaya workers at Anashakti Ashram, undated, Kausani. 
David Hopkins Private Collection. 

950 Sarala Behn to “Sathiyon” (Friends of Sarvodaya Brotherhood), December 3, 1972, in Tumhari hi 
Behnji, 140-141. 

951 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, April 20, 2011. 
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reason was the enfeebled organizational base that precluded development of second and third 

generation leaders and social workers. 952 The ability to create and sustain dedicated social 

workers was an important contribution of Sarala Behn, the fount from which social movements 

could spread in Uttarakhand. As Mishra averred, “without such a base, there could not be any 

good social work in this region.”953 While the charisma of some Sarvodaya workers could 

attract followers in subsequent movements, they did not have the necessary skill for 

organizing, building and maintaining network unity amongst workers in the manner that Sarala 

Behn did.  

 

5.4.5 The Significance of the Role of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in Chipko 

It is clear from the above discussion that the deep insights and the work of both Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn into the nature of sustainable forestry and development was decisive for 

the growth and maturity of the Chipko movement. Genuine development, as the movement’s 

philosophy came to express, is not contradictory to ecological stability, but has to be based on 

ecological stability that ensures sustainable supplies of resources for a stable material basis of 

life for all.954  

A far-seeing critic of commercial forestry practices during the postcolonial days, Mira 

Behn denounced the practice of monocultures, and observed that forests ought to be managed 

primarily from the perspective of soil and water conservation by protecting natural mixed and 

broad-leaved species like the oak rather than for revenue maximization through the planting of 

monoculture species like the chir pine.955 While Mira Behn built the primary foundation of 

952 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
953 Ibid. 
954 Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, “Rekindling India’s Forest Culture,” 32. 
955 Mira Behn, “Something Wrong in the Himalayas.” 
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Chipko’s environmental philosophy, she put a greater emphasis on the local and the regional, 

and less on the global or the macro dimensions of forest conservation. Her critical species 

choice for mixed forestry was also limited primarily to the oak for environmental regeneration 

of the Himalaya. 

The movement’s articulation of an alternative framework of forestry science and hill 

development which is ecological and which can safeguard people’s interests evolved further 

under Sarala Behn. For a comprehensive anti-erosion drive, she exhorted redeveloping not only 

the native broadleaved species such as the oak, but also the four storey of a natural forest, viz. 

grasses and herbs, bushes, sub-canopy trees of medium height, and taller trees that encourages 

humus, promotes soil and water conservation and provides for local sustenance needs.956 While 

Sarala Behn denounced pine monocultures like Mira Behn, she was more careful in her 

critique. She stressed that soil deterioration in monocultures is responsible for the reduced life 

of the pine trees. The life span of pine trees in monoculture forests of the Himalayas, she 

pointed out, had thus been reduced by forty percent. 957To combat the twin ills of soil erosion 

and deterioration of the pine trees, Sarala Behn suggested that conifers should be absorbed 

back into mixed forestry to ensure adequate retention of moisture, absorption and return of salt, 

trace elements, and other nutrients, thus maintaining healthy soil structure and productivity of 

the forest. 958  Considering the temporal and spatial distribution of precipitation and the steeper 

slopes, she urged that an ecologically oriented mixed forestry in the Himalayas “call for even 

956 Sarala Devi, “Forest Policy and Science of Forestry,” 11. 
957 Sarala Devi, “Coniferous Monocultures and Soil Deterioration,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (April 

1981): 9-10. 
958 Sarala Devi, “The Importance of Forestry,” 9. Sarala Behn’s concept of mixed forestry, which stressed 

“intercultivation of pines, oaks, and other broad-leaved species” was inspired by Ehrenfried Pfeiffer’s book The 
Earth’s Face and Human Destiny. Sarlaben (Sarala Behn), “Cultivation in the Himalayas,” Bhoodan (March 2, 
1963), 351, 354. 
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greater concern than in the temperate climate of Central Europe and the gentler slopes of the 

hills.”959  

The Chipko movement did not remain confined within an indigenous or localist peasant 

consciousness of sustainability with a focus on forest-based conflicts and concern over erosion 

of local economic resource base. Neither did it evoke any feminine principle of women’s 

special concern for the forests. The movement shifted its philosophy from an initial stage of 

protest against profit-motivated exploitation of forests by contractors and demands for greater 

distribution of economic benefits from forest use to a second stage when it developed a 

powerful critique of the epistemic and ontological base of state-driven forestry policy and 

practice. In the latter stage, Chipko attained full maturity in its ecological critique of 

unsustainable development through an in-depth scrutiny of the “scientific” status of forestry. 

The movement revealed how “scientific forestry”  is a deliberately misleading practice, failing 

to answer such questions as “forestry for what?” and “forestry for whom?,” as it justifies tree 

felling solely in terms of increasing production and higher revenues to the neglect of critical 

social and ecological factors.  Thus, the movement’s philosophy questioned the dominant 

paradigm of development planning as identified with the unsustainable and ecologically 

destructive economic growth achieved through the destruction of life support systems on one 

hand and immiserization of mountain communities on the other. The movement highlighted 

that conservation of forests in the Himalayas is key to the prosperity and welfare of the 

mountains as well as the plains. This effectively linked local control and rights with regional 

ecological stability and national interest. Moreover, the ecological transformation of Chipko 

happened in view of the advances in new research and scientific thinking that emerged in the 

global environmental movement as well as the worsening environmental degradation in the 

959 Sarala Devi, “Coniferous Monocultures and Soil Deterioration,” 10. 
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Himalayan region. The movement was thus able to forge a new ecological consciousness based 

on a concern for ecological stability of the hills that sought support from both the local, 

national, and the global conditions.  

Sarala Behn’s personal and organizational connections and sustained correspondence 

with activist movements and scientific communities around the globe was an important factor 

in the global cross-pollination of ideas of sustainability for social transformation. Such 

interconnectedness played an indirect role in bridging the gulfs that separated the local and the 

global, East and West, traditional and modern. Moreover, global ideas introduced by Sarala 

Behn to the movement’s leaders were significant in highlighting how globally circulating 

environmental thinking and Gandhi’s mobilization for a new society that decried the 

exploitation of humankind and nature, could find mutual support. This integration of local and 

global ideas engendered the transformation of Chipko from an indigenous peasant movement 

to a broad-based global campaign on sustainability of forests and the agro-pastoral economy of 

the mountains. The new knowledge and guidance received from Sarala Behn helped the 

highlanders link their “micro-consciousness” of forests as a source of biomass with the 

“macro-processes,” i.e. the invisible role of forests in soil and water conservation.960 Thus if 

Chipko activists highlighted that officials of forestry could no longer ignore the needs for self-

reliance of mountain people, they equally stressed that the local people could also no longer 

ignore the ecological processes of the forests. This implied the locals ought to take the 

responsibility for sustainable forestry practices to vindicate their rights to forests.961 In this 

way, Sarala Behn attained an environmental reorientation and the reeducation of a whole 

people to their environment by integrating local needs with the emerging global precepts on 

960 Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain Context,” 300. 
961 Sinha, “Development Counter Narratives: Taking Social Movements Seriously,” 306. 
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ecological sustainability. In doing so, she brought about a critical environmental reorientation 

of Gandhian Sarvodaya thinking.  

 While Mira Behn’s initial presence and influence played a significant role in 

philosophically inspiring some Sarvodaya workers on community forestry practices, she was 

not able to build up a strong organizational base for unity or activist network in the area. 

Moreover, her influence and mentorship was confined mostly to the male leaders. Albeit the 

significance of her inspiration, her persistent advice to the central government politicians and 

society cannot be underestimated, the growth and spread of Sarvodaya workers throughout 

Uttarakhand as the Sarvodaya Brotherhood, extending connections with both the local and the 

global currents of thought became possible due to the early organizational groundwork of 

Sarala Behn. The contribution of women in the Chipko movement became possible because of 

her early constructive work in the field of education and social service and the building of the 

women’s self-confidence through social reform work, such as the alcohol prohibition 

movement.  Vimla Behn emphasized the role of Sarala Behn in successfully organizing the 

people of Uttarakhand as the key to Chipko’s success:  

Sarala Behn was not present in Uttarakhand hills in the early days when our movement 
against forest felling began. However, we were so thoroughly inspired by her ideas that 
to find solution to any problem we knew we must get together and organize collectively 
to voice our concern. So, that is what we did, and that is how we could fight the 
contractors!962 

  

Thus, collective action for natural resource management could emerge in the remote hills of 

Himalaya because of the robust social capital built through the ideological and institutional 

basis of the Sarvodaya network. Sarala Behn was the driving force in building solidarity and 

collective responsibility amongst the workers, both women and men, while living and working 

962 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 

323 

                                                 



 
 

with them and amongst them for four long decades. The Sarvodaya Brotherhood under Sarala 

Behn worked as one body, with a shared commitment to work collectively, networking through 

the various Gram Swaraj Sanghs. Mishra articulated the significance of such organization and 

its constructive base thus: 

Sarala Behn was the mother of all constructive movement in Uttarakhand, under whose 
guidance the Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal became northern India’s major voluntary 
movement. Moreover, it also goes to her credit for preparing a brigade of social 
workers who became known both nationally and internationally for their specific works 
and activities. She introduced a new integrated approach to Sarvodaya, explaining that 
social uplift means not only uplift of all people of all castes and gender, but also that of 
the environment. The creation of such a huge band of social workers with a capacity to 
express both the local and global concerns in an integrated manner was something 
completely new… and it all became possible because of Behnji.963 
 

Finally, and most importantly, it was the inspiration of Sarala Behn through which 

Chipko revealed a unique ethical aspect for the first time, an environmental philosophy built on 

the premise of “cooperation with nature to increase her abounding generosity and to understand 

her ways to make good human depredations.”964 In the Chipko Movement there is a concept 

embracing local needs from forest produce harmoniously within an ecological context that 

provides an idea of development and environmental consciousness in an active relationship with 

the people. The idea was not so much to restore the “lost balance” in environment, but to help 

rural people regain the right relationship with nature. As Bandyopadhyay and Shiva put it, 

Chipko was more of an idea, an inspiration, revealing of a deep ecological philosophy and 

construction of a new relationship with nature rather than a mere “technique of hugging trees.”965  

Given the conceptual clarities on ecological sustainability generated and sustained by 

Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, and the powerful organizational base created by Sarala Behn, the 

963 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
964 Sarala Devi, “Planned Devastation,” The Ecologist 9, no. 6 (September-October 1979): 216. 
965 Bandyopadhyay and Shiva, “Chipko: Communication,” 44. 
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Chipko movement could grow from a movement for local forest use rights, to one for the 

conservation of the forest as an ecosystem as well as a social system. Reflecting on the profound 

philosophical contributions made by both Mira Behn and Sarala Behn in the Chipko, Bahuguna 

pithily remarked: 

The Chipko movement took birth to revive the work, which Gandhi had left unfinished. 
Mira Behn and Sarala Behn took the unfinished work of Gandhi forward by giving new 
face to Gandhi’s vision through the work of Chipko. They challenged the top-down 
government-corporate perception of development and forestry. They overturned the 
market culture of timber mines, which stated that forests bear only timber, resin and 
foreign exchange, replacing it with the ecological message that they bear soil, water, 
and pure air.966  
 
 
 

5.5 From Chipko to the Anti-Tehri Dam Movement in the Himalaya 

After protection of forests, the Sarvodaya establishment of Uttarakhand Himalaya 

concerned itself with the conservation of the other most significant natural resource of the 

mountains, water. In this section, I discuss yet another environmental movement that emerged in 

this region, that against a large dam at Tehri town, on the river Bhagirathi. 

Albeit both the Chipko and the anti-dam movement at Tehri were located in the same 

region and led by common activists, the nature and scale of philosophical arguments on 

questions of sustainability invoked by the leaders of the movement were of a different genre. 

Bandyopadhyay, who eloquently argued this point, asserted that “the significance of and the role 

played by the scientific debate is much greater in the case of the Tehri Dam.” 967 He has pointed 

out that the dam debate has raised far more compelling questions about the nature of sustainable 

development and the role of modern ecological science in its achievement than that in the 

Chipko. The debate has advanced, in a major way and perhaps for the first time in post-

966 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
967 Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain Context,” 300. 
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independence India, important issues on the choice of technology in the sustainable use of 

mountain water resources.  

While I agree with Bandyopadhyay, I add that the questions on sustainability raised in the 

Tehri dam debate are critical to consider in light of Mira Behn’s contributions. Though the anti-

dam campaign at Tehri was not as organizationally united as the forest protection campaign, it 

owes its prominence to the philosophy and activism of Bahuguna, a direct follower of Mira 

Behn. Admittedly, Sarala Behn had also inspired Bahuguna and had taken a firm stand against 

the large dam at Tehri in the early 80s.968 However, I argue that the questions raised on growth-

oriented economic development and the emphasis on the role of science and technology to 

sustainability and community approaches to development in the mountains as addressed in the 

Anti-Tehri Dam movement owes its intellectual debt specifically to Mira Behn. 

In what follows, I begin with a brief chronological review of the anti-dam controversy at 

Tehri and its contestations over the dominant agenda of development. This background of major 

events of the movement will help us examine the sociopolitical environment and the 

philosophical context in which the movement evolved informing us how it advanced the concept 

of sustainability in the mountain context and challenged the modernist notion of development. I 

limit my focus to the general progress of the movement and the core ideas that emerged without 

going into the details of all social action and events. This section leads us to Mira Behn’s key 

ideas on large projects and Bahuguna’s application of these in the context of the Tehri Dam 

debate. I establish how Mira Behn’s ideas were profoundly influential to Bahuguna not only 

968 From mid seventies to the early eighties, Sarala Behn wrote letters to the Central and state governments 
against the displacement caused by the Tehri Dam as well as against the World Bank funded social forestry program 
in the Bastar region of Madhya Pradesh where indigenous people’s forests were replaced with high-yielding exotic 
plantations of pine and eucalyptus. Sarala Behn, Sanrakshan Ya Vinash: Paryavaraniya Paristhiti, Ek Chunouti  
[Conservation or destruction: a challenge to the status of our environment] (Nainital: Gyanodyaya Prakashan, 1981), 
333; Sadan Mishra, “Pujya Sarala Behn ji ke punyatithi 8th July 2012 ko shraddhanjali ke do shabd” [A tribute to 
Sarala Behn on her death anniversary, 8th of July] (speech at Sarala Behn’s death anniversary, Kausani, Almora, July 
8, 2012). 
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during her lifetime but also afterwards. I argue in the final section that the expansion and 

implementation of Mira Behn’s philosophy by Bahuguna in the Tehri dam controversy and the 

specific policy questions raised on the nature of mainstream development on one hand and 

sustainability at the microlevel for the mountain communities on the other is critical to consider 

today. These questions inform and enhance discourses on interdisciplinary decision making on 

large dams in the Himalayas as well as in global debates on dams and sustainable mountain 

development. In this regard, I briefly refer to global policy frameworks viz. the World 

Commission on Dams.  

 

5.5.1 Revisiting the Tehri Dam Debate  

In all such projects some people have necessarily to suffer and they should suffer 
gladly in the interests of the country as a whole.  

 
— Indian Prime Minister Nehru, speaking to those displaced by the Hirakud 

Dam in Orissa, Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, vol. 6, 1987 
 

In post-1947 development projects, large dams and irrigation projects were looked upon 

as a symbol of “progress” for their supply of energy and water to support a Euro-centric model 

of urban-industrial growth. The debate on the large dam at Tehri town questioned this 

mainstream project of progress and articulated alternative possibilities of development outside 

this dominant mode in the context of mountain environment and its people.  

 As in the case of forest resources in the Himalaya, the British government made water 

related development a prime sector of the colonial economy. British civil engineers were the first 

to institute large-scale water management in India and expanded extensive irrigation networks in 

the plains. Early British river interventions included large irrigation works such as the Yamuna 

Canal system (1789) and the Upper Ganges Canal (1842). In India, civil engineering as a 
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discipline also emerged with these grandiose canal projects. For instance, in the context of the 

Ganga Canal, the Governor of North West Provinces, James Thomason, came up with a proposal 

to establish a Civil Engineering College at Roorkee in the foothills of the Himalayas.969 Thus, 

giant irrigation schemes promoted by the British also included elements of social engineering in 

their setting up of such academic centers to promote their ideals.  

The colonial legacy of canal irrigation to increase productivity and revenue can also be 

linked to the international agenda at the end of the WWII which upheld the ideology and model 

of unlimited economic growth. Following American President Harry Truman’s call for 

“development,” a newly independent India joined the race to greater production through rapid 

industrialization and urbanization. In its schemes of large-scale industrialization, the independent 

nation-state under Nehru’s leadership widely endorsed the experiences of the West, particularly 

the United States and the Soviet Union in the application of advanced technology, and huge 

capital investments.970 The American experience with the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 

and the idea that it is capable of replication anywhere in the world played a salient role in further 

pushing the idea of “development.”971Appropriation of the TVA model led to widespread 

diffusion of technology and the idea of dams as a potential cure for “backwardness.” For Nehru, 

the imperative was to emulate the West in the application of modern science and technology to 

large-scale industrialization: 

We have to think of laying the foundations of wealth-producing activities, of works 
which add more land for cultivation, provide more power for industry, and generally lead 
to a higher standard of living. …increased production can only take place if there is 
increased consumption, and consumption means the capacity to buy. That again means 
the raising of the standards of our people. 
 

969 Sir Richard Temple, James Thomason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1893), 168.  
970 Jawaharlal Nehru, “The Common Man and Plans for Development,” in Selected Works of Jawaharlal 

Nehru. Second Series, vol. 4, (1986), 368. 
971 David E. Lilienthal, TVA: Democracy on the March (New York: Overseas Editions, 1944). 
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The great schemes of river valley development, and dams and reservoirs and irrigation 
channels and hydro-electric power, which are in various stages of development all over 
India, are the basic foundations for this future growth. 972 
 

Clearly, the above notion of progress was the prime rationale behind the economic 

utilization of the hydrological advantages of the Himalayan Rivers. As Nehru revealed, “The 

Himalayan ranges with their invaluable potentialities of wealth in the form of electricity or 

minerals, are our assets…Our problem is not the lack of resources or skills, but on harnessing 

them on a sound plan on profitable and scientific lines.”973 Far from mere technological 

artifacts, large dams were associated with the power to transform land and people, remove 

“backwardness” and attain the status and prestige of a “modern and developed” state. 

Accordingly, large dams commissioned and built under the Nehruvian regime were given the 

economic and cultural status of “temples” of modern India and became an integral part of the 

nationalist project of development.974  

Despite the historical context in which dams became national goals, they were not 

immune from controversies from their inception. Several studies have shown how protests 

against dams have gradually gained mileage over the years.975 One such debate concerned the 

high dam at Tehri, a small hill town in Garhwal Himalaya, below the confluence of two main 

snow-fed headwater tributaries of the Ganga, the Bhagirathi and the Bhilangana.  

In the year 1972, the Government of India sanctioned the construction of a 260.5m high 

dam just below the confluence of the two rivers and less than a kilometer downstream from Tehri 

972 Jawahlarlal Nehru, “River Valley Development,” in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru, Second 
Series, vol.13, (1992), 71. 

973 Jawaharlal Nehru, “Appeal for Unity,” in Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru. Second Series vol. 9 
(New Delhi: Jawahrlal Nehru Memorial Fund, 1990), 74. 

974 C.V.J. Sharma, ed. Modern Temples of India: Selected Speeches of Jawaharlal Nehru at Irrigation and 
Power Projects (New Delhi: Central Board of Irrigation and Power, 1989), 40-49.  

975 Darryl D’Monte, Temples or Tombs? Industry Versus Environment: Three Controversies (New Delhi: 
Center for Science and Environment, 1985); Arun Kumar Nayak, “Big Dams and Protests in India: A Study of 
Hirakud Dam,” Economic and Political Weekly 45, no. 2 (January 9, 2010): 68, 71. 
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town. The dam, founded on Soviet technical and monetary aid, was built by the Tehri Hydro 

Development Corporation (THDC) with the intent to generate 2400 megawatts of electricity and 

irrigate 270,000 hectares of farmland to western Uttar Pradesh, and provide 270 million gallons 

of water to booming urban and industrial locations in the plains.976 The construction of the 

project began in 1978, was completed in 2003, and finally came into operation in 2006. How 

much of the dam’s “economic” objectives are achieved today is an open question, but the 

construction of the dam was accomplished at the cost of colossal social and environmental 

injustice. Besides submerging the two-hundred year old culturally rich historic town of Tehri, the 

16.2 square mile reservoir inundated 12,849 acres of some best productive farmland in the valley 

directly affecting one hundred and twenty-five predominantly rural mountain villages. It also 

submerged thirty-three villages and displaced over one hundred thousand people from their 

ancestral hearths and homes.977 

Opposition to the dam at Tehri has a long history. Since the investigation of the scheme 

in the mid 60s, local people of Tehri town had opposed the dam project. Initially, their 

opposition had the support of the Member of Parliament from Tehri, Rajmata Kamlendhumati 

Shah.978 The people’s dissent took a more concrete step in 1976 with the establishment of the 

Tehri Bandh Virodhi Sangharsh Samiti (TBVSS) or the Anti-Tehri Dam Struggle Committee. 

Observing the vested interests of various political parties, Bahuguna (who was still involved in 

the Chipko struggle) suggested that the committee should be presided over by a committed 

976 Todd Nachowitz, “The Tehri Dam, India - Stumbling Toward Catastrophe,” CS Quarterly 12, no. 2 
(1988): 9; Sunderlal Bahuguna, Save Himalayas, Soil, Water and Pure Air (Inderjit Kaur: All India Pingalwara 
Society, 1995), 5. 

977 Harsh Dobhal, “The Waters Have Risen in Tehri,” in Himal- South Asian (January 2007), accessed May 
21, 2010, http://old.himalmag.com/component/content/article/1140-the-waters-have-risen-in-tehri.html. 

978 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt, “The Gentle Crusader,” in Fire in the Heart Fire 
wood on the Back, 54, 55. 
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individual not affiliated to any political party.979 Under his advice, the local people accepted 

the distinguished lawyer and prominent freedom fighter of the Indian independence movement, 

Virendra Dutt Saklani as the president of TBVSS.980 Though Bahuguna himself did not take 

over presiding powers of the Committee, he offered his continuous support to Saklani as well 

as to the movement.981  

At its initial stage, both in its participation and in its immediate purpose, the protest was 

a strong local movement. The apparent threat of widespread displacement led the committee to 

raise questions about involuntary displacement, compensation, and rehabilitation. Following 

the 1978 landslide dam-burst flood at Dabrani in the upper catchment of the river to be 

dammed the opposition evidently turned to stress environmental issues. Instead of stressing 

deforestation as the cause, Saklani pointed out that the Kanodia region where the landslide 

occured had a dense virgin forest cover. Thus, he had made it clear, “It is not due to the tree 

felling or over grazing alone that erosion takes place in the Bhagirathi catchment. It is more 

due to geological reasons.”982 

The anti-dam activism under Saklani undertook a more scientifically informed 

approach addressing the various environmental and technical risks such as sedimentation and 

seismicity and the human costs of the project.  

In 1980, when Indira Gandhi returned to power, the TBVSS under Saklani and Bahuguna 

communicated to her the concerns about the Tehri Dam. It is important to note that construction 

of the project had begun even before the creation of the Department of Environment, a time 

979 Ibid., 54. 
980 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Water Management in the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna Basin, Emerging 

Challenges for the 21st Century,” in Conflict Management of Water Resources, ed. Manas Chatterjee, Saul 
Arlosoroff, Gaura Guha (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 194. 

981 Dhoom Singh Negi, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011. 
982 Virendra Datt Saklani, “A Rejoinder,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (December 1980): 7. 
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when awareness of conservation and ecology was very poor in India.983 However, Bahuguna 

played a significant role in initiating the first environmental impact assessment of the proposed 

dam in1980.984 Soon, a working group was set up to assess the environmental impact of the 

project. Chaired by Sunil K. Roy, the committee presented its report in 1986, which strongly 

opposed the construction of the dam and suggested alternatives stressing the risks of possible 

failure of the dam in a geodynamically active and structurally fragile Himalayan ecology.985 

These technical arguments against the dam generated much controversy and alarm since it was 

being built in one of the most seismically active regions of the world.986 The Garhwal region had 

witnessed fifteen earthquakes more than 5.0 on the Richter scale between 1816 and 1991.987 

Building the dam in a seismic fault zone thus makes it highly susceptible to a collapse in face of 

a powerful quake that could wipe out habitations downstream. However, the dam lobby paid no 

heed to these scientific arguments and the THDC continued with the construction of the dam. 

The dam authorities even discounted reports on the seismic risk generated by reputed institutes 

such as the National Geographic Research Institute and the Department of Earthquake 

Engineering.988 Roy commented in a letter to the secretary, department of forests and 

environment: “… I have never encountered such an unbendingly dogmatic approach in all issues, 

983 Usha Rai, “Hasty Decision,” in The Tehri Dam: A Prescription for Disaster, INTACH Environmental 
Series 6 (New Delhi: INTACH, 1987), 46. 

984 Bandyopadhyay, “Water Management in the Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna Basin,” 194; Sunderlal 
Bahuguna, “The Humanitarian Aspect,” in The Tehri Dam: A Prescription for Disaster, 35. 

985 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Tehri Dam: A Blueprint For Disaster,” in Fire in the Heart Fire Wood on the 
Back, 93-94. 

986 The site is located in what is called the Central Himalayan Seismic Gap, a zone where faults are in a 
temporarily locked condition, accumulating stresses for potentially devastating high-magnitude earthquakes. Khadg 
Singh Valdiya, “High Dams in the Himalaya: Environmental Implication,” Proceedings of Indian National Science 
Academy. Vol. 59 A, no. 1 (1993): 141. 

987 Jagadish Bahadur, Himalayan Snow and Glaciers: Associated Environmental Problems, Progress, and 
Prospects, Discovering Himalayas Series 5 (New Delhi: Concept Publishing Company, 2004), 112.  

988 Bharat Dogra, “What do Experts Say?” Economic and Political Weekly 25, no. 11 (March, 17 1990): 
540. 
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which were not positively framed, to ensure continued work on the Tehri Dam, whatever the cost 

to the environment and public funds.”989  

Following the report of the working committee, in 1986, the TBVSS under Saklani and 

Bahuguna filed a writ petition with the Supreme Court of India.990 The petition included several 

valid points. It challenged the dam construction based on possible failure owing to seismic risks, 

both natural and reservoir-induced. It raised concern over the threat from overtopping triggered 

by landslides around the reservoir rim slopes and from seepage risks given the sensitive 

geotectonic and geohydrological conditions of the hills in the vicinity.991 In view of the glaring 

gaps in data on the rate and nature of sedimentation in the design of the dam, it questioned the 

economic viability of the reservoir. In addition, it stressed the hazard of floods from raised 

riverbed in the channel upstream of the reservoir. Further, the petitioners argued that the dam 

would trap the fertile silt that the river carried to the plains impoverishing farmers, destroy fish 

life both upstream and downstream of the dam and thus livelihoods of fisherfolks, and create 

additional problems of water-logging and salinity in the canal irrigated areas. These various 

technical, economic, and ecological risks argued in the petition had a significant feature. For the 

first time, they pointed not only to impacts on downstream habitations but also to those 

upstream. The working committee report and the writ petition led environmental scientists and 

journalists to publish articles emphasizing and popularizing the scientific knowledge gaps in the 

989 Sunil K. Roy, “How Dangerous Projects are Pushed,” The Tehri Dam: A Prescription for Disaster, 10.  
990 Tehri Bandh Virodhi Sangharsh Samiti and Others V/s the State of Uttar Pradesh and Others, no. 12829 

(1986), Sunderlal Bahuguna and Vimla Bahuguna Private Collection. 
991 Since the operation of the dam after 2003, growing incidences of landslides around the reservoir rim 

slopes have posed a real threat to the ecology and economy of the people sparking several protests. Bidisha Kumar, 
“Troubled in Tehri,” Down To Earth (June 30, 2007): 36-37; Ravleen Kaur, “Widespread protests near Tehri,” 
Down To Earth (December 31, 2010), accessed January 20, 2012, http://www.downtoearth.org.in/node/2376. 
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conception of the Tehri Dam, and thus brought the Tehri opposition to common knowledge 

nationwide.992  

The change in leadership of the movement marked a critical turning point in the anti-dam 

movement. In 1989, when Saklani fell ill, Bahuguna decided to get fully involved in the anti-dam 

agitation. Gandhian philosophy influenced by Mira Behn and nonviolent tactics of protest such 

as long foot marches to raise awareness, relentless articles in the local news, dharnas (sit-in 

protests), and Satyagraha fasts became largely conspicuous under the leadership of Bahuguna. 

This gave the movement a new fillip. Since all legal procedures of dialog with authorities failed 

to induce change, Bahuguna resorted to direct action, Satyagraha, drawing enormous public 

support and media attention. He went to the dam site and staged a non-violent sit-in protest in 

front of a bulldozer, bringing all construction activities to a halt. His protest led the Union 

Ministry of Environment and Forests to the formation of an Environmental Appraisal Committee 

(EAC) consisting of fourteen scientists from various disciplines and chaired by distinguished soil 

scientist D.R. Bhumbla, for another detailed assessment of the dam.993 The EAC found the 

questions raised on the risks and hazards related to the project as significant and in its 1990 

report advised against its construction, while suggesting an alternative run-of-the-river scheme 

instead of a high dam. However, the administration once again nonchalantly shelved the report 

and went ahead with the project.  

To generate public awareness of the environmental risks of the project and the 

importance of the Ganga for the Himalaya as well as the nation, Bahuguna organized a seventy-

five-day cycle yatra (a bicycle trip), from the mouth of the river at Gangasagar to its source 

992 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Challenges Before NF Government,” Economic and Political Weekly 25, no. 
5 (February 3, 1990): 243-244; Bharat Dogra, “A Colossal Risk,” Social Change Paper 16 (New Delhi: Dogra, 
1990); Bharat Dogra, “What Do Experts Say?” 540. 

993 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Trick Unveiled,” in Fire in the Heart Fire wood on his Back, 165. 
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upstream at Gangotri. Led by young activists, the purpose was to help inhabitants of the entire 

Ganga river basin understand how the Tehri Dam posed a threat to their life in the hills as well as 

the plains, to their culture as well as the environment. Bahuguna stressed the cultural significance 

of the Bhagirathi as the headwaters of the holy Ganga. He described the damming of the river as 

“killing” or desecrating Mother Ganga.  Couching the idea simultaneously in scientific language 

he argued following Austrian physicist Viktor Schauberger that “the living element of water dies 

as soon as it is impounded or piped.”994 He explained that flowing water along a turbulent 

mountain watercourse is considered “living” with high oxygen content but which would turn 

“dead” once impounded.995 Bahuguna thus created new critical capacities and developed new 

ways of communicating with people through a process of ecological, cultural, and emotional 

learning process, expressed in language, stories, and metaphors. He also drew attention to global 

warming, the recession of the Gangotri glacier, and the drying up of mountain springs, both of 

which feed the river.996 This placed a big question mark on the future availability of water to fill 

the reservoir. The nature of this discourse raised significant interest amongst a wide range of 

stakeholders in the entire Ganga basin not confined only to those at Tehri town. The cycle trip 

however was cut short at Rishikesh, because of a devastating earthquake of 6.8 magnitude at 

Uttarkashi in October 1991. 

The incident brought the issue of seismicity and dam safety to the forefront of intense 

public debate and criticism on a nation-wide scale. Opposition to the project gained momentum 

when Bahuguna went for an indefinite fast generating massive public support by drawing 

994 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Crisis of Civilization,” in The Road to Survival, 49. 
995 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011.  Bahuguna also revealed that St. 

Barbe Baker had first broached to him the information about Schauberger’s philosophy of Living Water. 
Interestingly, Viktor Schauberger’s son, Walter Schauberger and St. Barbe Baker had known each other intimately 
and had worked together to promote the cause of the environment (forests and water). 

996 Sunderlal Bahuguna, Tehri Dam over Bhagirathi (Ganga) A threat to Ecology, Economy, and Security 
(Amritsar: All India Pingalwara Charitable Society, 2002). 
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thousands of people from both the locality and beyond. The scientific and institutional support 

behind the movement along with the austere fast, which lasted forty-five days, played a major 

role in strengthening the movement.997 This ultimately led to a suspension of all construction 

work on the dam for a period of two and a half years until December 1994.998 At this stage, 

Bahuguna imparted a broader vision to the anti-dam movement. He began emphasizing the 

ecological problems of Himalaya in which the dam issue at Tehri was featured as one key issue 

of the mountains. Redressing such problems implied systematic land use planning through 

reforestation, soil and water conservation, improving agriculture and animal husbandry and 

measures to reduce hazards of landslides. Moreover, the movement participants began 

advocating ecologically friendly, small-scale technological options as alternatives to the big dam 

technology.999 Thus, Bahuguna articulated a vision of mountain community development 

oriented to the community spirit and organization of mountain societies, an idea instilled by Mira 

Behn. As he averred, “For the return of community life in the hills the first step should be 

reestablishment of community rights over water, forests, and land.” 1000 He named this integrated 

vision “Save Himalaya Movement,” calling it a basic document of policy development in the 

mountains.1001  

When the government did not comply with the movement’s demand for an open, 

independent review of the project, Bahuguna fasted again, this time for forty-nine days.1002  By 

997 Shekhar Pathak, “Submersion of a Town, Not of an Idea,” Economic and Political Weekly 40, no. 33 
(August 13-19, 2005): 3638. 

998 Shinya Ishizaka, “The Anti-Tehri Dam Movement as a New Social Movement and Gandhism,” Journal 
of the Japanese Association for South Asian Studies 18, (2006): 80. 

999 Ibid., 80-81. 
1000 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Himalaya sevakon se,” [To the servants of the Himalaya] Himalaya: Man and 

Nature 18, no. 2 (October-December, 1994): 62. 
1001 Ibid, 1994, 62. 
1002 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Trick Unveiled,” 166. 
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this time, the movement had weakened owing to the thinning of its organizational base.1003 

However, Bahuguna’s fasts marked the high points of the movement that played a major role in 

putting pressure on the politicians and in bringing the issue of large dams to the forefront of 

public concern. A critical feature of the anti-dam movement under Bahuguna is the demand not 

for better compensatory mechanisms for the dam-oustees, but development of a comprehensive 

assessment process for the project based on systematic, independent, and open scientific 

research. 

Repeated breaches of trust by the government to conduct a review of the project led 

Bahuguna finally to go for a third fast in 1996, a “repentance” fast of seventy-four days for the 

sin of letting down the hopes of the people waiting for justice.1004 This time the moral force of 

the movement compelled the government to set up a comprehensive review committee in 1996 

under Indian economist C.H. Hanumantha Rao, which pointed out that the dam was being built 

in complete violation of the environmental clearance conditions.1005 Despite Roy’s committee, 

the Environmental Appraisal Committee, and Hanumantha Rao committee’s reports, dam 

construction continued, disregarding the questions on environment and safety issues. Propelled 

by the interests of construction lobbies and the industrial-urban stakes of North India, the 

decision on the dam undermined even basic concerns of rehabilitation of the displaced. In 2003, 

the Supreme Court declared the Tehri Dam legal.1006 

 

 

 

1003 Pathak, “Submersion of a Town, Not of an Idea,” 3638. 
1004 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Trick Unveiled,” 169. 
1005 Harsh Dhobhal, “The Waters Have Risen in Tehri.” 
1006 Ishizaka, “The Anti-Tehri Dam Movement as a New Social Movement and Gandhism,” 82. 
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5.5.2 Mira Behn, Bahuguna, and the Philosophy of the Anti-Tehri Dam Movement 

Popular notions dwell too often on the apparent “success” of people’s social movements 

in changing policy, while demoting all those which fail to do so. Thus, much too often the 

opposition to the Tehri dam is evaluated in its inability to stop construction of the dam. This has 

led studies to mistakenly highlight either the apparent failure of the anti-dam movement to 

change policy of the State or characterize the movement as motivated by a strong economic 

rationale, i.e. issues concerning distributive justice, compensation and rehabilitation.1007 None of 

these seems to be correct. While “successful” stories of environmental movements and their 

potential for inspiring policy change is no doubt important, a lot remains to be learnt from the 

philosophical insights garnered from so-called “failed” movements like the struggle against the 

Tehri Dam.  

Thus, I explore in this section the possible contribution of the movement’s philosophy as 

developed by Bahuguna. In doing so, I discuss how it generates a new conceptualization of 

sustainability for the mountain people, informed and inspired by the worldview of Mira Behn. 

This discussion is organized into three sections. In the first, I argue that source of the debate 

against the large dam at Tehri needs to be traced in Bahuguna’s early arguments against large 

dams in the Himalaya. I show that these arguments were framed in the context of Mira Behn’s 

vision of community development in the hills. In the second section, I discuss certain early key 

ideas of Mira Behn on community development and sustainability to underscore that these 

played a crucial background role in bringing social transformation in the hills. In the third 

section, I reconsider the arguments Bahuguna develops in the anti-dam movement at Tehri, 

1007 Himanshu Thakkar, Shekhar Pathak, and Harsh Sethi, “Tehri: is it curtains?” Down To Earth 10, no. 18 
(February 15, 2002), accessed March 23, 2012, http://www.downtoearth.org.in/node/14080 ; Pathak, “Tehri Dam: 
Submersion of a Town, Not of an Idea”; and Emma Mawdsley, “The Abuse of Religion and Ecology: The Vishva 
Hindu Parishad and Tehri Dam,” Worldviews 9, no. 1 (2005):1-24. 
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evincing how through these he represented and extended Mira Behn’s vision of mountain 

sustainability.  

 

5.5.2.1 Source of Environmental Consciousness in the Anti-Tehri Dam Movement 

Scholars have argued that the environmental element of the Anti-Tehri Dam protest did 

not ensue until a later phase (after 1980), observing the movement did not endorse an inherent 

environmental component in its early period (before 1980). For instance, Bandyopadhyay 

suggests that while the movement began with the question of displacement and demand for 

compensation for the local people, it later evolved beyond a focus on hydrology, to “an unusual 

level of sophistication in ecological and economic terms.”1008 He indicates that this “ecological 

turn” of the movement emerged following the landslide of 1978, when the anti-dam agitation 

began building a stronger foundation for a scientifically informed viewpoint. Others such as 

Ishizaka go further insisting that the movement became environmental at a much later period in 

the 90s when it began proposing comprehensive alternative environmental policies for the 

Himalayan region.1009 

While I do not dispute the points that either Bandyopadhyay or Ishizaka raise on the 

environmental turn of the Anti-Tehri Dam Movement, I suggest that it is perhaps incorrect to 

assume that there was no thinking on the potential environmental risks of the project in its early, 

formative stages. Moreover, addressing the factor of seismic risks certainly makes the arguments 

against the dam stronger from a scientific perspective. The movement gains its significance not 

merely by identifying technical risks, but because of its unique environmental philosophy that 

extend from the ideas of Mira Behn. In fact, some anti-dam activists strongly felt that the 

1008 Bandyopadhyay, “Water Management in the Ganges-Brahmaputra Basin: Emerging Challenges for the 
21st Century,” 194. 

1009 Ishizaka, “The Anti-Tehri Dam Movement as a New Social Movement and Gandhism,” 87. 
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scientific arguments raised against the dam highlighting the various technical risks of the project 

were not the issues which adequately represent the concern that the locals were raising against 

the dam.1010 Moreover, these arguments as well as the method of petitioning the government 

could not unite the local people at Tehri.1011 The Sarvodaya activists criticized the large dam 

based on a remarkably different conceptualization of development and sustainability. This 

included questions on the meaning, purpose, form, and scale of development, questions on the 

democratic relation between hill communities and the planning state, and community 

conceptions of sustainability oriented to strengthening the rural economy based on integrated 

planning of land, water, and forests. This, I argue, was inspired by Mira Behn’s concept of 

community development. 

Given the fact that the movement against the dam developed significantly under the 

Gandhian leadership of Bahuguna, the natural starting point in understanding the movement’s 

environmental philosophy should begin from Bahuguna. In this respect, I argue that neither did 

Bahuguna’s thinking on environmental problems with large dams in the Himalaya begin with the 

occurrence of an event of landslide dam burst flood in 1978, nor did it remain focused in 

opposing the one at Tehri. Bahuguna had contemplated the ecological effects of large dams in 

the context of Himalayan environment and development for long, and had actively written 

against them to generate awareness amongst the people. Published news reports and interviews 

affirm that Bahuguna had opposed the Tehri dam before the Chipko movement began. In an 

interview published in 1990, Bahuguna revealed that concern over the dam led him to discuss the 

matter in detail with the then Union Irrigation Minister K.L. Rao in 1969.1012 Though seismic 

1010 Dhoom Singh Negi, telephone conversation with author, April 8, 2013. 
1011 Pratap Shikhar of Khadi, interview by author, Khadi, October 22, 2011. 
1012 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt “The Gentle Crusader” in Fire in the Heart Fire 

wood on the Back, 54. 

340 

                                                 



 
 

risks were not a part of his arguments made to Rao at this time, Bahuguna’s concern was the 

nature and scale of such development introduced to the Himalayan mountain environment. 

Speaking to Rao in the context of the Tehri Dam, Bahuguna suggested several alternatives to the 

big dam in view of the issues related to submergence of the entire valley and its fertile 

agricultural land, but they went unheeded by the U.P. government and the engineers. Bahuguna 

had a keen awareness of the crucial issues related to siltation in Himalayan rivers in general and 

the markedly high siltation in the rivers of the Tehri region in particular. Accordingly, he had 

also pointed out the grave threats from reduced economic life of the proposed dam. In addition, 

Bahuguna presented an alternative development plan consisting of constructing small, 

decentralized irrigation schemes on the many rivulets in the area. “The people in the mountains,” 

he reasoned, “would then have access to water at 100 feet high for the purpose of irrigation. The 

silt would also get trapped. In 20 years, the catchment area would be transformed into lush, green 

land.”1013 Clearly, what he had proposed was an integrated plan for micro-level water 

management for sustainable development of the mountain economy and ecology and overall 

wellbeing of the hill people. 1014  

Issues related to large dams became increasingly prominent in his public writings in the 

following years. During his 120-day foot march in 1973 to spread the message of the Chipko, 

Bahuguna had become profoundly aware of the environmental and social problems with regard 

to not only deforestation, but also large dams in the Himalaya, such as the Bhakra Nangal of 

Himachal Pradesh.1015 Writing in Yugvani Bahuguna had warned that excessive siltation in the 

1013 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt “The Gentle Crusader” in Fire in the Heart Fire 
wood on the Back, 54. 

1014 Though Rao seemed to have agreed with Bahuguna at this point, he ultimately came to support the 
Tehri Dam, asserting that the project did not involve any serious danger, and that it would benefit the local people. 
“Seminar on Tehri Dam: A Brief Report,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (April 1981): 1. 

1015 Dhoom Singh Negi, telephone conversation with author, April 8, 2013.  
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catchments of rivers will reduce the functional life of large multipurpose dams in the hills to 

nothing more than fifty years. He observed that actual rates of siltation in such rivers are much 

higher, than most conservative estimates made by dam engineers.1016 Instead of such 

unsustainable and short-lived schemes, he suggested systematic land use planning through 

reforestation, soil conservation and improved agricultural practices. What is significant to note is 

that Bahuguna was not against modern engineering technology and its potential role in 

socioeconomic transformation. In fact, in the late sixties, Bahuguna’s view on large dams was 

lenient so long as the production of electricity was orientated to the improvement of the life of 

the local hill populace and not simply for commercial ends.1017 However, Bahuguna preferred 

small-scale community level endeavors such as micro-hydro projects and solar energy for their 

ability to aid the local community in lift irrigation, relieve burden on forests for fuelwood, and 

promote use of electrified ropeways for ecologically benign transport, thus making the difficult 

lives of mountain peasants easier.1018 This makes it amply clear that during these early 

discourses on large water projects and development, Bahuguna’s reasons for objection to large 

dams were not focused on any singular issue, e.g. sedimentation or issues of displacement. His 

views were inspired and informed by a model of integrated village development on ecological 

lines that was holistic, in which the village ecosystem and the community were perceived as an 

interdependent part of a harmonious whole. In other words, Bahuguna opposed large dams 

because they destroyed the ecological base, i.e. forests, land, and water, the foundation and 

source of sustenance and village self-reliance for the people in the mountains.1019 Thus, he 

1016 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Atyadhik mitti bhar jaane se bandhon ki ayu kshin ho rahi hain” [Excessive 
siltation is reducing the life span of large dams] Yugvaani (August 15, 1973). 

1017 Sunderlal Bahuguna “Some problems of Garhwal and Kumaun,” Social Work in the Himalaya, 91. 
1018 Sunderlal Bahuguna “Some problems of Garhwal and Kumaun,” 91-92; Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Himalay 

khetra ki vikaas ki disha” [The direction of development for the Himalayan region] in Uttaron ki Shikhaon mein 
Chetana ki Ankoor, 32. 

1019 Dhoom Singh Negi, telephone conversation with author, April 8, 2013. 
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argued that construction of large dams in the name of national development would destroy local 

ecology and economy. He insisted that such large dams were not for people’s development in the 

hills, but for making a business out of selling mountain water resources to the plains.1020  

While large-scale hydro interventions have been criticized variously on environmental 

safety and socioeconomic impacts, I contend that Bahuguna’s views present a critique 

generated from the perspective of the regional specificities of mountain societies per se. I 

submit that the foundation of such ideas belong to Mira Behn, who exerted an incalculable 

influence on Bahuguna. Bahuguna readily acknowledges that Mira Behn was the first to bring 

the issue of ecology especially that related to the hills to his notice. In this context, the period 

during which Bahuguna remained in close and direct contact with Mira Behn (1947-58) holds 

considerable significance. Both Pashulok and Gopal Ashram in the late 1940s and early 1950s 

were precociously fertile intellectual grounds of transformative thinking on Gandhian village 

economics and village development, focused on addressing the linkages between society, 

political economy, and the environment, in the context of Himalayan ecological and 

socioeconomic problems. Here, he came to understand the Gandhian concept of development 

and economics from Mira Behn.  

Profoundly inspired by Mira Behn’s ideas on hill development Bahuguna had thus 

received from her his first lessons in ecological thinking, especially on the importance of forests 

and the environment.1021 Bahuguna also added that he received his first inspiration “to serve the 

mountain villages” as a grassroots constructive worker from Mira Behn.1022 Mira Behn’s idea of 

constructive work was informed by the Gandhian precepts of social service, which implied 

giving up of high positions to work with the people in the remote villages and work towards 

1020 Dhoom Singh Negi, telephone conversation with author, April 8, 2013. 
1021 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
1022 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Fount of Motherly Love,” in Mira Behn: Birth Centenary Volume, 251. 
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decentralization of political and economic power. It is interesting to note that Bahuguna, who 

was in the Congress political party for almost ten years, had given up a prospective political 

career to serve the villages as a grassroots social worker. Though there were many Gandhian 

inspirations in Bahuguna’s life, the original inspiration to renounce and serve, came from Mira 

Behn and the example of her dedicated service in the hills.1023 Bahuguna maintained close touch 

with Mira Behn even after she left India in 1958 and until her death in 1982 in Vienna. I want to 

emphasize that given the long-term and profound influence of Mira Behn on Bahuguna and in 

light of the arguments he posed in his opposition against large dams, it is well nigh impossible to 

ignore the contributions of Mira Behn in the anti-dam movement. 

 

5.5.2.2 Mira Behn on Large Dams, Development and Sustainability 

From Chapter 3 we learnt that Mira Behn held deep reservations about large irrigation 

projects in independent India. In an article written in 1949, she raised some pertinent points on 

this subject: 

Development schemes are going on apace in India today. But are they all wise and far-
sighted? Are they all for the good of the people? … have we sufficiently studied the 
disasters which have come about as a result of [these] systems?... It is a question into 
which we should go more deeply, and make the result of our investigations widely 
known. 1024 

 

At a time when ecological constraints to economic growth were little known or were 

regarded as irrelevant at best by planners and politicians bent on large dams, steel mills, and 

atomic power plants, Mira Behn emerged as the first major dissenter from technological 

optimism in independent India. Consider for instance, Mira Behn’s farsighted remarks on the 

1023 I have earlier acknowledged that Bahuguna’s ultimate decision to give up his position in the Congress 
political party was influenced by Vimla Behn whom he met later in 1954. Vide Chapter 4. 

1024 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?” 140-141.  
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inevitable unwieldiness of big dams, large-scale irrigation, and industrial agriculture and 

technology. She challenged the government’s agricultural policy raising concern over the 

ecological and social costs of canals, dams, and river valley schemes.1025  She questioned if 

such schemes considered the full range of consequences such as human health and 

environmental costs before being launched in the name of “development.” In contrast to 

Nehru’s one-sided claim that large dams will prevent floods and soil erosion, promote food 

production and combat poverty,1026Mira Behn pointed out that functioning of large water 

projects dependent on the construction of dams creates ecological disasters, such as water 

logging, salinization and desertification, in the command areas of these projects. 1027 Observing 

the grim consequences of ecologically irresponsible and unsustainable use of water in such 

projects, she warned, “would-be development may end in destruction unless we look ahead and 

plan accordingly.”1028 Likewise, she raised concern about hazards of siltation and erratic water 

supply in big irrigation and hydroelectric schemes planned in ecologically fragile upper 

catchments of mountain watersheds. “Not very serious consideration seems to have been given 

to this matter when planning India’s huge hydro-electric projects,” she averred. 1029  “During 

the many discussions held at Gopal Ashram,” Unniyal recounts, “Mira Behn used to tell us 

how large dams in general destroy the terrestrial water cycle, bring large-scale disruptive 

changes in the river-flow pattern, and imbalance the availability and distribution of water.”1030 

More specifically for Mira Behn, ecological destruction wrought by large dams was a 

distinctive feature of the unsustainable and resource-intensive path of the modern development 

1025 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?”; Mira Behn, “Startling Facts I” Harijan (April 17, 1949); 
Mira Behn, “Startling Facts II,” Harijan (April 24, 1949). 

1026 Jawaharlal Nehru, “The Hirakud Dam,” The Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru Second Series, vol. 6, 
(1987), 314. 

1027 Mira Behn, “Startling Facts –I” ; Mira Behn, “Startling Facts – II.” 
1028 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?” 
1029 Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks.”  
1030 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 26, 2011. 
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paradigm. Stressing that the fall of ancient civilizations in Africa and the Middle East were 

caused not by their armies and statesmen, but due to the exploitation of their own natural 

resources, Mira Behn wrote: “In those days it took centuries to reach complete destruction, but 

in these days of modern machinery and science, what took a thousand years or more in the past 

may be accomplished in a hundred years today!”1031  

Such development, also leads to economic deprivation of the poor. In none of these 

large schemes do the interests of the people play any influential part.1032 Critical of forced 

industrial growth, financed by foreign money, and the introduction of imported technologies, 

Mira Behn stressed how it all leads to further impoverishment and disenfranchisement of the 

rural poor.1033 She pointed out that spectacular hydroelectric and other enormously more 

expensive projects of the plains undermine the wellbeing and contentment of peasantry in the 

mountain frontier areas.1034 She had categorically decried commercial incentives from the 

plains such as large-scale industries and expansion of motor roads that exploit local natural 

resources but gives back little to the villagers in turn, leading to their further impoverishment. 

Critical of the logic of Five-Year Plans, she pointed out how such development planning made 

in New Delhi or Lucknow is shortsighted as it fails to see the regional specificities between 

mountains and the plains.1035 Thus, at the root of the cause of hill poverty, reasoned Mira 

Behn, was the lack of coordination between local people’s aspirations and state interests on one 

hand and the unsustainable living standards of the planners who implement such development 

plans, on the other. In the early 1950s, several reports emerged on the non-democratic way in 

1031 Mira Behn, “Deforestation, Water-Logging, and Soil Erosion.” 
1032 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?” 
1033 Mira Behn, “Tractors or Bullocks,” in Bapu Raj Patrika (February 1952) Mira Behn Papers, Nehru 

Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
1034 Mira Behn, “Cattle Breeding in the Himalayas: Need for Imported Pedigree Bulls.” 
1035 Mira Behn, “Vanishing Oaks.”; Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter 

Disciple, 111, 112. 
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which most of these large schemes were executed in the name of national prosperity.1036 

However, Nehru rendered critical reviews of such projects as “narrow provincial views gravely 

prejudicial to the nation’s development.”1037 Mira Behn expressed her deep dissatisfaction with 

such fundamentalism of statist power embodied in the modernist notion of progress and 

technologically grandiose schemes, and pointed out their ineffectiveness in implementing 

social and economic justice. Noting the asymmetries of power relations inherent in decision 

making on large projects she appealed for a comprehensive and careful evaluation of such 

projects with an emphasis on democratic solutions: 

All big development projects such as hydro-electric, irrigation, artificial manure and 
other schemes [are] to be held in abeyance until they have been thoroughly 
investigated, the opinion of the kisans of the districts affected being taken fully into 
account. Where there is not strong opinion in favor of these projects, they should be 
closed down forthwith, and all efforts should be concentrated on small localized 
schemes which can be controlled by the kisans themselves, and which can give 
immediate results.1038 

 

In this way, criticisms against developmental planning and large projects in the Himalaya 

received a new constructive direction under the transformative vision of Mira Behn. Mira Behn 

evidently planted the seeds of creative dissent that questioned the dominant technoeconomic 

model of development and the epistemic hegemony that led to the disenfranchisement of the 

indigenous people and peasantry on one hand and the exploitation and domination of nature on 

the other. If in the period following India’s independence, she had warned the people to be 

critically aware of such exploitation of man and nature in the name of national development,1039 

her ideas turned more radical in the later years. Guha reports that in the sixties, in an important 

1036 Guha, India After Gandhi, 231. 
1037 Jawaharlal Nehru, “The Hirakud Dam,” in The Selected Works of Jawaharlal Nehru vol. 6, (1987), 314. 
1038 Mira Behn, “Straight from the Heart,” 58. 
1039 Mira Behn, “Development or Destruction?” 
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letter to the Sarvodaya workers in India, Mira Behn urged them to stage a mass-scale Satyagraha 

against the injustices done to those displaced by the Bhakra-Nangal Dam.1040  

In her constructive program for the hills, Mira Behn strove to develop a political 

counter-narrative to the modernist paradigm of development, a simplified economy based on 

decentralization and self-sufficiency. During her days at Gopal Ashram, Mira Behn had 

stressed the immense scope of the mountain district of Tehri Garhwal “for preservation and 

improvement of village industries and all-round self-sufficiency.”1041 She had articulated a way 

of attaining this through decentralized local control and management of vital natural resources 

such as forests and water, on a cooperative basis and in a sustainable manner.1042 This was the 

community development concept she devised in the 1950s.  

Mira Behn’s idea of community development, recalled Bahuguna, was a reshaping of 

Gandhian ideas on Gram Swaraj in the context of the reality of life and environment of the 

mountains.1043 For the Bhilangana watershed, Mira Behn wanted to create a holistic village 

development project implemented by villagers themselves and based on ecological land use 

planning which checked deforestation and generated employment in forest areas through 

improved practices of horticulture, farming, animal husbandry, and small-scale industries 

promoting a healthy, happy lifestyle.1044 “Apart from the need for decentralization, Mira Behn 

had repeatedly stressed the significance of conserving the basic natural capitals central to hill 

development, i.e. soil and water on one hand and people’s right to resources on the other,” 

maintained Bahuguna.1045 “It was a project to make the hill villagers self-sufficient and save the 

1040 Ramachandra Guha, An Anthropologist Among the Marxists and Other Essays (New Delhi: Permanent 
Black, 2001), 136.  

1041 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” 112. 
1042 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” 110-112 . 
1043 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October, 20 2011. 
1044 Bahuguna, “Himalaya ke sevakon se,” 58. 
1045 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
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country from devastating floods,” affirmed Bahuguna.1046  For instance, observing the difficulty 

in procuring water in the mountains, she had observed, “town people living in houses with water 

laid on, and even country folks with wells nearby, can have no idea what such permanent water 

shortage means.”1047 The problem, she observed, cannot be solved by building large and 

expensive river projects. As a constructive solution to water security for the hills, she had 

stressed the urgency of reviving and protecting broadleaved, mixed species of forests in the 

catchment areas of rivers to regulate the water flow and harnessing hundreds of small springs 

and streams and conducting them into traditional water channels leading to fields and to tanks in 

the villages. At the same time, she advocated the use of decentralized renewable energy 

options.1048 Yet, she was careful to point out that technological decisions should not be left out 

solely to experts who do not live and work in the villages.1049 She was deeply aware of how 

breakthroughs in modern science and technology were being seized on by politics and big-

business, putting an enormous strength into the hands of the modern state, which manipulated the 

masses, physically and psychologically, by denying them their due participation.1050 Thus, she 

emphasized that small undertakings built and repaired by the villagers themselves using local 

materials can bring immediate and durable results, rejecting grandiose technological schemes 

controlled by a handful of experts sitting in far-off, comfortable government offices. In this way, 

Mira Behn pointed to the democratic potential of technological options that makes the search for 

1046 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Echoes from the Hills,” in The Road To Survival, 68. 
1047 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 110; Mira Behn, “The 

Himalayan Frontier,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 159-160. 
1048 Mira Behn, “Make friends with the Wind,” Hindustan Times, February 16, 1974, Petra Kreuzer Private 

Collection; Mira Behn to B.G. Verghese, October 22, 1974, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi; Mira Behn, “Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

1049 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” 111. 
1050 Mira Behn, “Who is Red in Tooth and Claw?” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 

Library, New Delhi. 
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sustainable technological alternatives essentially a political process of direct participation in 

techno-economic design and decisions.1051  

The Community Development scheme for Bhilangana was thus a region-specific 

alternative to the conventional model of “planned development.” The goal was not mere local 

self-reliance, but also creation of a new social order that reduces dependence on the state through 

autonomous village communities engaged in the decentralization of power, economy, 

knowledge, and technology. A self-regulating and content populace, as she maintained, was 

critical to national defense in the northern border regions. Thus, in her village development 

scheme Mira Behn attempted to draw a blueprint for an ecosocial project that sought to establish 

relations between the natural environment, state, and society. Her ideas included an equitable and 

participatory model of sustainable resource use, conservation, and regeneration, through 

decentralized, democratic, and collective local control over state institutions with a clear priority 

of provision for basic needs over other uses. It is through these ideas of community development, 

participatory democracy, and ecological sustainability that Bahuguna came to understand the 

foundations of a “permanent economy” in the hills. 

 

5.5.3 Recovering Mira Behn’s Role and Contribution in the Anti-Tehri Dam Debate 

I argue that by placing technology within the political-economic discourse on 

development, Mira Behn was able to articulate a vision of sustainability that formed the 

foundation of the philosophy of the movement against the Tehri Dam. Mira Behn’s influence in 

the anti-dam movement, I argue, is manifest in three ways: first, in the movement’s questions on 

sustainability in the mountain context, second, in its critique of modern development and 

1051 In contemporary philosophy of technology, Andrew Feenberg proposes a similar view on democratic 
politics of technology. Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology (London: Routlege, 1999). 
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democracy, and third, in its offer of an alternative economic development plan and an ethical 

relationship with nature. I discuss each of these in the following. 

One of the remarkable features of the opposition to the dam at Tehri is that it did not 

remain bound to raising questions merely of distributive justice or cost-benefit analysis, but was 

able to generate an advanced ecological-scientific analysis from diverse sources on the issue of 

sustainable water technologies in the mountains.1052 While the majority scientific community of 

India did not show an early interest in an open, independent, and comprehensive evaluation of 

the project, the idea was pushed by Bahuguna. These various ecological-scientific issues 

emerging from such evaluation were not related only to the Tehri Dam, but are applicable to all 

dams built or planned in the Himalaya prone to geotechnical risks. Moreover, by identifying the 

potential risks on environment and, life and property of downstream inhabitants, the debate was 

able to project a basin wide comprehensive perspective, connecting the upstream concerns with 

those of the downstream. Such issues identified the significant gap in the knowledge base of 

disciplinary hydrological engineering that remained preoccupied merely with the technological 

aspect of the construction of the dam and the promised benefits to the state.1053 Thus, the Tehri 

controversy highlighted that poor scientific research and inappropriate technological solutions 

generated by outside experts are significant threats to sustainability and thus a major cause of 

environmental degradation and poverty in the Himalayas. In her early writings as we noted 

before, Mira Behn was uncompromising in her critique of such epistemic singularities in water 

development policy and the lack of an integrated and comprehensive assessment of large hydro-

engineering projects.  

1052 Bandyopadhyay, “From Environmental Conflicts to Sustainable Mountain Transformation: Ecological 
Action in the Garhwal Himalaya,” 273. 

1053 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Tehri Dam: A Blueprint for Disaster,” in Fire in the Heart Firewood on the 
Back, 92. 
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The nature of the philosophical questions raised on the dam clearly show that the 

opposition was not to large dams per se, or to technology per se, but to the inherent problems 

associated with high dam technology in the Himalaya, and a short-term profit maximizing 

market economy paradigm. The technical and environmental debate over the Tehri Dam 

evidently goes beyond the scope of a single project into the arena of development policy.1054 It 

evinced that technology in the context of the market economy fails to distinguish between 

survival needs and luxury requirements on one hand and between resource transfer and 

ecological destruction on the other. For instance, Bahuguna questioned the logic behind the use 

of hill water resources to supply power to industries, big farmers, and large urban centers in the 

plains. He remarked that the irrigation water from the dam for Western U.P. would be bringing 

additional water to the fields already well irrigated, but which now would be used to convert 

wheat fields into foreign exchange-earning sugar cane fields.1055 Noticing that the dam lobby 

became more powerful since the offer of drinking water to New Delhi, Bahuguna commented: 

“The justification for building the Tehri dam is that it will ensure the supply of 300 cusecs of 

water to Delhi, flush its toilets, and fill the swimming pools of five-star hotels.”1056 All this, he 

noted, is to be accomplished when villages around Tehri, has a per capita availability of water as 

low as ten liters a day in comparison to an unsustainable urban consumption of 250-430 liters per 

day in Delhi.1057 Thus, instead of centering on the question of sustainability of the local economy 

and culture, Bahuguna’s writings against the dam centered on the dichotomy of sustainability 

and justice and unlimited growth, directly questioning the sustainability of the urban consumer 

1054 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Tehri Dam: Challenge before the NF Government,” Economic and Political 
Weekly, 243. 

1055 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Technical Education and the Environment,” in Fire in his heart, Firewood on his 
Back, 147. 

1056 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “The Himalayan Threat,” in The Road to Survival, 108. 
1057 Sunderlal Bahuguna, Save Himalayas: Soil, Water, and Pure Air (Amritsar: All India Pingalwara 

Charitable Society, 1995), 17. 
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culture and the industrial economy.1058 In this way, the movement’s philosophy uncovered the 

hidden externalities of a developmental model based on an economic ideology that is inherently 

unjust and unsustainable. Such questions raised by Bahuguna effectively couch Mira Behn’s 

caution that ecological sustainability is an impossibility in a centralized and resource-intensive 

production system and a modern consumer culture. 

Secondly, in his arguments against the dam, Bahuguna questioned both the nature and 

scale of development promoted in the name of national progress. He explained that large-scale 

technologies and centralized systems of production, whether industries or dams, “have exploited 

the earth and have given birth to unemployment and helplessness.”1059 Again, Bahuguna did not 

isolate large dams in particular in his critique, but perceived how centralized planning and 

production systems in general encourage a certain pattern of goal-directed growth such as in 

centralized production of energy, which applies to all big industrial establishments, big power 

houses such as thermal, nuclear, as well as hydro. Bahuguna here referred to Mira Behn’s 

thoughts while explaining the hazards entailed by centralization:  

In Mira Behn’s opinion, centralization is beset with two major defects. First, it centralizes 
production, which makes distribution through transport an unproductive activity and 
places unnecessary burden on the environment. Second, it evidently gives rise to 
industrialized production, undermining the basic fabric of self-sufficiency of the 
villages.1060  

 

Thus, Bahuguna argued, the centralized planning and production system “pushed ahead in the 

name of ‘national interest’ actually serve the interests of only big cities, big industries, and big 

farmers. The Himalayan people, meanwhile, become paupers.” 1061 This puts a question mark on 

aggregate planning systems that fail to see regional or local needs and specificities. It thus 

1058 Bandyopadhyay, “Sustainability and Survival in the Mountain Context,” 301. 
1059 Bahuguna, “The Crisis of Civilization,” in The Road to Survival, 48. 
1060 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
1061 Bahuguna, “The Himalayan Threat,” in The Road to Survival, 108. 
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impoverishes the economy by taking away from rather than adding to the development of the 

Himalayan region.1062 In this way, rather than repudiate modern development, the anti-dam 

controversy aimed to redefine development. Such well-articulated critiques of planning and 

development generated a powerful counter-narrative for change. As Vimla Behn, a major 

organizer of the anti-dam campaign, revealed:  

We do not think the movement is a failure. Those who say that the movement against the 
dam was not successful are wrong, because the people have raised an argument on such 
development initiatives of the government. The movement has brought a new vision on 
questioning development. Whose development is it? For how many years is this 
development? How can such development account for the drinking water crisis of the 
villages? The dam has submerged the villages and our fertile lands, but has cut off 
drinking water sources on the mountain tops! Has the government done anything to bring 
water to the villages? They have taken our water to quench the thirst of cities. They have 
given us nothing. Fifty villages did not have water for drinking and so it means increasing 
burden for women.1063  

 

Thus, the anti-dam movement exposed the inadequacy of the epistemic singularities and 

reductionism inherent in the modernist legacy of resource management policy on one hand and 

the ontology that equates progress with the affluence of a few on the other. 

The so-called “failure” of the anti-dam opposition has to be seen in terms of a 

centralized administrative system that aligns itself with the technology-politics-engineer-

contractor nexus that fails to regard the opinion of the people. As Bahuguna revealed: 

This happens because in India, democracy come[s] only for a day, when people cast 
their vote. After that democracy disappears. Ordinary people are not consulted… 
people who rule this country want it to develop very fast. We must become like Europe. 
For this, we must adopt those measures that Europe has adopted. We rely more on the 
European model than on what our people think.1064 

 

1062 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt “The Gentle Crusader,” 59. 
1063 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, October 21, 2011. 
1064 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt, “The Gentle Crusader,” 58. 
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Bahuguna remarked that the reasons for the failure of the anti-dam protest could be better 

grasped in the perspective of those, which led Mira Behn’s Bhilangana project to break down. 

“There also,” he emphasized, “vested interests of urban-based politicians, contractors, and 

government officials came and spoilt the whole process!”1065 In this way, Bahuguna reiterated 

Mira Behn’s concerns about lack of state-society coordination of interests in development 

planning and lack of people’s opportunities to control the system and participate in decision-

making. He stressed that the solution lies in the use of mountain resources in a way that 

harmonizes national interests and local expectations. This is possible when planners meet local 

needs and interests as well as foster local participation in development projects. Development 

planning for the village community therefore, should not be directed in a paternalistic mode to 

merely benefit the people but involve them in the development initiatives, “to decide what is to 

be done and how, and carrying out decisions.”1066 This demands decision-making powers at the 

grassroots, more so because of the geographic peculiarities of the mountain region. This was 

critical for national defense purposes as well. A self-sufficient, self-regulating, content 

peasantry makes these geopolitically sensitive zones more secure than an impoverished, 

indifferent, and alienated peasant community.1067 Thus, Bahuguna stressed, “The key to 

success lies in making people co-sharer in the benefits, not in alienating them and getting 

projects implemented by big corporations for far off cities. The anti-people and undemocratic 

process adopted by big dam builders should end to save the Himalayan water resources.”1068  

Thirdly, it is significant that the dam opposition prescribed an alternative plan for hill 

development. Dam exponents who framed arguments in the context of providing electricity, 

1065 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
1066 Bahuguna, “Towards Basic Changes in Land Use,” 103. 
1067 Bahuguna, “Himalayan Threat,” in The Road to Survival, 109-110. 
1068 Bahuguna, Save Himalayas, Soil, Water and Pure Air, 21. 
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irrigation and drinking water, tended to view the opposition to the dam as an opposition to these 

objectives, often categorized as “anti-development.”  This represents the limited perspective of 

market economics that fails to see anything beyond itself. On the contrary, the movement’s 

philosophy makes it clear first hand that criticizing an unjust system only from the viewpoint of 

the victims’ results in polarized conflicts against injustice, which do not help generate strong 

public opinions and help build a reformed and just society. In this context, it is important to note 

that the opposition did not repudiate all and any obstruction of the flow of the rivers. In fact, 

Bahuguna and his supporters were in favor of converting the high dam project into a run-of-the-

river scheme for power generation.1069 Diksha Behn, who was also fighting the dam with 

Bahuguna, averred: 

Bahugunaji never said that there should not be any dam. He said build a dam that does 
not swamp the villages and the forests and their land. Build a small dam that directly 
benefits the local villagers. But, the government built the dam for Meerut and Delhi, not 
for us. The government did not listen to us and to the villager’s real needs.1070 

 

Bahuguna’s point was that the dominant approach to development operates on restricted time 

perspective, which is unacceptable as a definition of sustainability and is bad economics. In this 

perspective, functional life of large dams was limited both because of reduced storage capacity 

due to siltation and because of poor water quality, as flowing water when impounded undergoes 

chemical, thermal, and physical changes which undermines its utility factor.1071  Thus for 

Bahuguna, dams become nothing more than “a temporary solution to the permanent problems of 

water and energy.”1072 A permanent solution would not be for fifty or hundred years, but one that 

neither destroys local ecosystem nor displaces the community. Thus, Bahuguna emphasized, that 

1069 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt, “The Gentle Crusader,” 60. 
1070 Diksha Behn (Diksha Bisht), interview by author, Kausani, April 25, 2011. 
1071 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011; Patrick McCully, Silenced 

Rivers: The Ecology and Politics of Large Dams (London: Zed Books, 2001), 36. 
1072 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “Development and Environment,” in Fire in the heart Firewood on the back, 188. 
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since mountains are the source of water for the whole country, developmental interventions in 

the hills should be such that the flow of the rivers are regulated for the hills as well as the plains, 

erosion is checked, and needs for power and water for agriculture, small industries, and domestic 

needs are met on a sustainable basis.1073 This, he asserted, is possible only when the present 

faulty land use in the mountains are transformed by extensive afforestation measures, by planting 

dense, broadleaved mixed species of trees, an idea originally instilled by Mira Behn. “This was 

her basic plan to eradicate poverty and improve the condition of the hill people,” affirmed 

Bahuguna. Bahuguna mobilized public opinion in favor of small-scale, locally managed, farmer-

centered technology for power generation, and plantation of multipurpose trees on all barren 

slopes to help conserve soil and regulate water flow. This is expressed in his motto:  

Dhar Ainch Paani/Dhal Par Dala/Biji Banawa Khala-Khala. 
Bring water on the hilltop/Plant trees on the slope/Generate electricity from every 
rivulet.1074 

 

Thus, rather than seeing water resources in isolation from land, forests, climate, and the 

local economy, Bahuguna advocated an integrated community-based approach for utilization of 

mountain ecological resources for sustainable development of rural communities, with the 

motive of making people self-sufficient. The movement thus defined an alternate region-specific 

model for economic development, by suggesting what kind of development is suitable and 

sustainable for the Himalayan environment and its people. Even though Bahuguna and his 

followers may not have been successful in their mission to save the river and its people, activists 

acknowledge that he was able to generate an awareness that big dams in the Himalaya are indeed 

1073 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Anuradha Dutt, “The Gentle Crusader,” 59. 
1074 Bahuguna, “Echoes from the Hills,” in The Road to Survival, 67. 
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harmful to the ecology and the economy of survival, and alternatives to big dams are not only 

possible but also necessary.1075  

This emphasis on sustainable alternatives reiterates the basic principle that Mira Behn 

propagated in her community development scheme: the scale of development should be 

methodically phased, small-scale, and based on the economic and ecological rationality of local 

self-reliance. The philosophy of the anti-dam movement stressed that development projects 

should promote sustainable ecologies combining environmental concerns with local employment 

generation and poverty alleviation. Community schemes were thus not aimed at opposing the 

market, technology, or even the state per se. Local alternatives emphasized a significant 

democratic element that upheld ownership, management, and responsibility of natural resources 

by the village communities, in which state-society relations were maintained through grassroots 

social workers. The democratic element also suggested that possible alternatives and their 

consequences must be explored on an open, democratic basis and not undertaken independently. 

The demand for such alternatives in the movement squarely addressed the question of 

people’s choice of technology for use of Himalayan water resources as well as in sustainable 

mountain development. The soft energy techno-political alternatives proposed by the opponents 

of the large dam, were not only significant for their purported ecological or economic benefits, 

but also because such systems empower people to manage their own resources in a direct, 

democratic, participatory, and egalitarian way than huge, centralized, authoritarian, and 

hierarchic systems. As Bahuguna stated, “Technology should aim at rebuilding the community 

so that the people can be freed from the bondage of the powerful bureaucracies which have a 

strong control over [centralized management] system.”1076 Bahuguna thus demonstrated that a 

1075 Prasoon, “He Stakes His Life to Save the Hills,” in Fire in the Heart Fire Wood on the Back, 32. 
1076 Bahuguna, “Technical Education and the Environment,” 150. 
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viable approach to a sustainable and equitable economy emerges not only through widespread 

grassroots efforts directed ideologically and practically to dismantle the techno-economic model 

of centralization and hegemony, but also through work towards a self-reliant and decentralized 

economy and society that creates opportunities for democratic choice over the development of 

technology.  

Finally, the movement appears to have had a great impact in terms of the conceptual 

clarifications it made on sustainable development in the context of mountain environment. This 

is because, at the core of this critical debate on development and sustainability generated by 

Bahuguna, the inspiration of Gandhian Sarvodaya thinking about “development for all” was 

informed and enhanced by the consciousness of sustainability that came from Mira Behn. While 

the Gandhian component helped question the value of economic progress brought by 

development projects, the movement in its turn has questioned the normative salience of the 

processes, assumptions, and agencies involved in the dominant discourses of modernity and the 

legitimacy of the industrial-urban culture while defining an alternate model for development and 

sustainability. It has implemented Gandhian ideals of village economics based on Sarvodaya 

ethical precepts of justice for all and introduced an alternative concept of sustainability in the 

context of the mountain environment in general and that of the Himalaya in particular. While the 

Gandhian roots of Sarvodaya redefined sustainability in terms of a synergistic and continued 

welfare for all and protection of human survival options, the underlying ecological principles 

emphasized the primacy of the conservation of water, forests, and land as the basis of that self-

sufficiency. Thus, the movement came forward with a comprehensive agenda of a sustainable 

lifestyle, revealing the truth that regional and local self-sufficiency harbors the potential to 
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negate the imbalances in ecology and economy and maintain sustainability that can lead to 

“permanent economy.” As Bahuguna broached the idea:  

Ecology is permanent economy. It alone will ensure sustained development. Only by 
harmonizing nature with our lifestyle, or, better still, by trimming our demands to the 
revival capacity of Nature, can we hope to survive. Our present method is one that is 
akin to avarice of the man who killed the goose which lay golden eggs. My message is 
therefore clear: Ecology is permanent economy.1077 
 

The environmental philosophy endorsing such visions of sustainability reveals a 

worldview that evidently challenges the dominant market economy led development, one that 

regards nature as a commodity and society as consisting only of human beings.1078 The ground of 

such ethical thinking on sustainability has its origin in the holistic vision of human society that 

Mira Behn conceived where nature is viewed as an integral part of social life. It is critical to note 

that instead of arguing for the conservation of unspoilt nature, such thinking emphasized the 

human-nature relationships as key to the concept of a sustainable “community.” This vision has 

helped invent alternative paths of social regeneration by the mountain community that respects 

nature and its limits and does not jeopardize the critical human-nature connections. This vision 

forces a recognition that values play in formulating our sustainable futures. As Bahuguna 

emphasized that if nonviolence is key to Gandhian thinking, then Mira Behn broadened that 

thinking suggesting that such nonviolence should be extended towards all animals as well as 

nature.1079 In language that could have come straight from Mira Behn about her holistic vision of 

an ecological society, Bahuguna stated, “In the present society, we think exclusively of human 

beings, not birds, animals, or trees. This is bad. We are a community of all living beings, and 

each community should support the other. Man [sic] cannot continue as the exploiter of other 

1077 “Interview with Sunderlal Bahuguna,” Caravan (ca. 1987-88), Sunderlal Bahuguna and Vimla 
Bahuguna Private Collection.  

1078 Sunderlal Bahuguna, “People’s Program for Change,” in Fire in the Heart, Firewood on the Back, 109. 
1079 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by author, Dehradun, October 20, 2011. 
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species. We have to recreate a system in which all life is respected…”1080 Thus, for Bahuguna, 

sustainability should guarantee not only the continued welfare for all living beings, but also 

induce a change in our ethical behavior towards nature. 

 

5.5.4 Contemporary Relevance of the Tehri Dam Debate 

I do not consider that just because the dam was ultimately built and the movement could 
not stop its construction, therefore the movement was a failure. The kind of dreadful 
issues that emerged out of the controversy on the dam and which people at Tehri had to 
face has become an example not only in the Himalaya but all over the world today. A 
new awakening has come. 

 
— Sadan Mishra, Sarvodaya Activist of Uttarakhand. 

 

The sustainability consciousness generated by the Anti-Tehri Dam Movement has raised 

issues that are critical to consider but not merely in the context of sustainability of the local 

economy of the Himalaya. The movement has generated a broader concept of sustainable 

development that has reverberations across global, national, and regional platforms on 

development, especially in the context of large dams’ debate.  

One of the most critical features of the global debate on large dams is the increasingly 

polarized nature of claims between proponents and opponents of such projects, perceived as an 

altercation between development and environment, in which opponents often get portrayed as 

anti-development. Constructive dialog between these two contending groups thus does not take 

place. Consider for instance, the report on the World Commission on Dams, specified by many 

as a globally significant framework aimed at reaching a consensus in policymaking on large 

dams.1081 Though reaching a consensus on its guiding principles was made through a 

1080 Sunderlal Bahuguna, interview by Claude Alvares, “The Gentle Crusader,” 51. 
1081 Dams and Development: A New Framework for Decision-Making: The Report of the World 

Commission on Dams (London: Earthscan, 2000), accessed, March 20, 2009, 
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participatory process, the recommendations could neither bring a resolution of the differences 

amongst the proponents and opponents of dams, nor be adopted by government and international 

funding agencies and industry associations.1082 Some scholars have criticized the report as weak 

in its technical knowledge while others have labeled such technical weakness as “anti-

development.”1083 Thus, thirteen years later, the international debate and controversy on dams 

continues. 

I argue that the debate on the Tehri dam offers creative solutions and necessary changes 

toward the global controversy on large dams. In the first place, the opposition to the dam was 

able to address significant technical matters such as seismicity, sedimentation, and hydroclimatic 

parameters unique to dam building in the context of the geophysical realities of the Himalayan 

mountains. In the process, the movement leaders were able to initiate a much-needed dialog with 

academic and the professional research communities. In fact, the demand for an independent and 

comprehensive review of the dam project led to the inspection of the facts related to the dam and 

the logic behind the stand of the movement. If Bahuguna’s individual Satyagraha could not stop 

the construction of the dam, it certainly could and did make the people become aware of their 

rights and the environmental problems associated with large schemes in the fragile mountains. 

Moreover, despite its immediate local focus on the dam at Tehri, the movement did not remain 

narrowly focused on the immediate locality and its specificities. It embraced concern for the 

http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-files/world_commission_on_dams_final_report.pdf. The WCD was 
created in Gland, Switzerland in 1997 and its report was published in 2000 to initiate a dialog between the 
proponents and opponents of large dams and hence find a common ground between all stakeholders concerned. 

1082 Ryo Fujikura and Mikiyasu Nakayama, “Lessons Learnt from the World Commission on Dams,” 
International Journal of Environmental Agreements 9 (2009): 173-190. 

1083 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “A Critical Look at the Report of the World Commission on Dams in the 
Context of the Debate on Large Dams on the Himalayan Rivers,” Water Resources Development 18, no. 1 (March 
2002): 127-145; Chandrakant Damodar Thatte, “Aftermath, overview and an appraisal of past events leading to 
some of the imbalances in the report of the World Commission on Dams,” International Journal of Water Resources 
Development 17, no. 3 (2001): 343-351; Babubhai N. Navalawala, “World Commission on Dams: Biased,” 
Economic and Political Weekly 36, no. 12 (2001): 1008-1010. 

362 

                                                                                                                                                             

http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-files/world_commission_on_dams_final_report.pdf


 
 

ecological cause peculiar to the Himalayan mountain environment and that of the river basin. 

Finally, by proposing realistic alternatives, the movement was able to add a scientific and 

rational dimension that discredited its so-called “anti-development” label. It is indeed strange 

that despite being one of the most controversial and contested dams ever proposed or built and 

the philosophically sophisticated arguments advanced by its opponents, the Tehri Dam did not 

earn a single reference point in the World Commission on Dams (WCD) report.1084 The lack of 

reference to Tehri in the report contrasts with the several references made on the dam on the 

Narmada River, which sparked a massive movement in central India on issues concerning 

displacement. Indeed, the thematic reviews of the WCD stayed focused on issues “around which 

there was greatest disagreement,” viz. the negative costs of dam building, while remaining silent 

on scientific and technical ones.1085 In doing so, this important global review on large dams fails 

to open channels of communication with the professional dam building associations.1086 

Moreover, it offers a weak epistemic base to the global debate on large dams from an 

interdisciplinary perspective.  The global policy priorities generated on large dams therefore, 

“can make only limited contribution as a source for a new framework for decision making on the 

series of proposed dams on the Himalayan rivers.”1087 In a world where decisions about large 

dams, especially in countries of the South, are predominated by the narrowly defined short-term 

vision of economic development and poverty alleviation, the debate on the Tehri Dam continues 

to offer potentially transformative cognitive exercise for policy making on Himalayan dams. 

1084 Pathak, “Submersion of a town, Not of an Idea,” Economic and Political Weekly, 3638. 
1085 Navroz K. Dubash, Mairi Dupar, Smithu Kothari, and Tundu Lissu, “A watershed in global 

governance? An independent assessment of the World Commission on Dams,” Politics and Life Sciences 21, no. 1 
(2002): 64.  

1086 Several authors have identified the weak statistical base of the study and have questioned the basis for 
the selection of eight dams for detailed study out of a total 45,000. Bandyopadhyay, 2002, 128; Mikiyasu Nakayama 
and Ryo Fujikura, “Issues in World Commission on Dams report development: Inconsistencies between the facts 
found and the guidelines,” Hydrological Processes 20 (2006): 1267-1268.  

1087 Bandyopadhyay, “A Critical Look at the Report of the World Commission on Dams in the Context of 
the Debate on Large Dams on the Himalayan Rivers,” 144. 
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Secondly, the WCD process failed to understand the epistemic and semantic aspect of the 

debate on large dams. It had remained focused on an examination of the material “effects” of 

large dams but left out a careful and thorough analysis of the “causes” of or motivations for large 

dams.1088 The latter is important to understand not only the asymmetries in power relations, but 

also the underlying symbolism and discursive role of large dams that unveil the asymmetries of 

knowledge relations. The Tehri Dam controversy help us comprehend the meanings and 

discourses of large dams, demonstrating how the nexus in the flow of money, market 

mechanisms, authoritarian ideologies, exclusive knowledge systems, political power and 

privilege together with technology leads to the phenomenon of large dams. The Anti-Tehri Dam 

Movement was not simply a voice for the dispossessed, as victims of some individual 

developmental project. It has put a large question mark on the very conception and paradigm of 

development that generates such projects in the first place. Thus, it has challenged the validity of 

dominant epistemic concepts and indicators of a narrowly conceived, short-term paradigm of 

economic development.  

Thus, we see that the debate on the Tehri Dam did not simply bring out a conflict of 

opinions between proponents and opponents, in other words, that between “modernized hydro 

politics” and “environmental fundamentalism.”1089 It has made the point that movements against 

development projects should question the voracity of the industrial system thriving on water-

power-waste intensive growth, in other words, the affluent urban lifestyles which foster such 

development. The demand for narrow compensatory and distributive mechanisms may be self-

defeating if it perpetuates the epistemic hegemony of dominant groups, making the culture of 

production and consumption a norm. The significance of the arguments against the construction 

1088 Ravi Baghel and Marcus Nusser, “Discussing Large Dams in Asia after the World Commission on 
Dams: It a Political Ecology Approach the Way Forward?,” Water Alternatives 3, no. 2 (2010): 242. 

1089 Ibid., 234. 
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of the dam lies in its worldview. This worldview was centered not simply on a defense of an 

indigenous economy and culture nor did it draw all its inspiration from global ideas of 

sustainability. Opposition to the dam stems from a philosophy that advances a notion of 

sustainable development at the community level that is equitable, place-based, stable, and 

durable. The anti-dam movement thus stressed several things: an alternative to mainstream 

economic development plans, community conceptions of sustainability, democratic relations 

between people and the planning state, a philosophy about human relations to the natural world, 

and a philosophy that takes a firm stand against a large-scale, short-term industrial development 

paradigm promoted by centralized planning and policy-making.1090 This philosophy, a direct 

teaching of Mira Behn, highlights that the issues of sustainability cannot be understood in 

isolation from the political and economic context within which they emerge. It exposes the 

problems associated with a statist, bureaucratized, and disciplinary science and hubristic hydro 

politics. It exhorts the need for integrated planning of land, water, and forests based on an ethical 

precept of continued welfare for all and an interdisciplinary dialog involving science, 

technology, economics, ecology, and participatory democracy. In doing so, it promotes visions 

of environmental management that could inspire creative social solutions across geographical, 

political, and ideological boundaries. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has revealed Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s pivotal role in the creation of the 

Chipko and the movement against the Tehri Dam. Both these movements have pointed out the 

1090 Laura Nader, “Energy Needs for Sustainable Human Development from an Anthropological 
Perspective,” Energy as an Instrument for Socioeconomic Development (UNDP, 1995), accessed March 25, 2013, 
http://www.greenstone.org/greenstone3/nzdl;jsessionid=3BFF04D8949A50790ABA3541094C4719?a=d&c=cdl&d
=HASH30973bf1c70f9fe7edf8d1.4.4&sib=1&p.a=b&p.sa=&p.s=ClassifierBrowse&p.c=cdl. 

365 

                                                 

http://www.greenstone.org/greenstone3/nzdl;jsessionid=3BFF04D8949A50790ABA3541094C4719?a=d&c=cdl&d=HASH30973bf1c70f9fe7edf8d1.4.4&sib=1&p.a=b&p.sa=&p.s=ClassifierBrowse&p.c=cdl
http://www.greenstone.org/greenstone3/nzdl;jsessionid=3BFF04D8949A50790ABA3541094C4719?a=d&c=cdl&d=HASH30973bf1c70f9fe7edf8d1.4.4&sib=1&p.a=b&p.sa=&p.s=ClassifierBrowse&p.c=cdl


 
 

fallacy of a paradigm of development that is equated with maximizing economic growth. Gandhi 

had already warned about the problems with this kind of development based on increasing 

efficiency or labor productivity without considering the social or the material context of growth. 

Mira Behn and Sarala Behn further expanded Gandhian economic thoughts on development 

giving it a firm ecological foundation. They thus charted an alternative science for sustainable 

development. Their framework of sustainability has revealed a deep historical awareness, 

philosophical analysis, and political consciousness about the relationship of science and 

technology to development. They suggested a shift in the political economy of science and 

technology from an expert-dominated reductionist knowledge framework to an ecologically 

informed and non-reductive epistemological framework that not only takes account of natural 

processes and their interconnections but also the value of indigenous knowledge and skill, 

general public interest, and human-nature interrelationships. Thus, their alternative framework 

played a critical role in the politics of knowledge and of the environment, as well as a 

constructive role in creating a holistic vision of science and technology based on ecological 

principles that ensures development with dignity and ecological sustainability. Their critique of 

centralized planning and development in the mountains in the form of deforestation, damming, 

mining, etc. was significant as it disclosed the conflict between statist goals and local aspirations. 

In subsequent years, this awareness along with the ecological consciousness and the vision of 

development they articulated catalyzed the regionally-specific political processes for the demand 

for a separate hill state, leading to its formation in the year 2000.  

The analysis in this chapter has established that Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were not 

mere facilitators of an indigenous environmental urge that existed amongst the local people of 

the Himalayas. They were creators of a new cultural tradition, a new social and ecological 
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consciousness that expressed itself through the Chipko and the Anti-Tehri Dam movements of 

the hills. The wisdom and activism of these women created a new role of science and 

development to the issue of ecological and economic sustainability in the mountains. Their 

sustained correspondence with kindred people in the West and on the growing debates on the 

environmental crisis played an important part in propagating the ecological message in the 

mountain people’s movements. Ideas of sustainability and ecology articulated by these 

movements were not reflections of indigenous cultural values of holism, but instantiations of an 

externally influenced psycho-cultural input imbibed from the West and integrated with the 

Gandhian thinking.   

It is curious that though these two women had met only briefly early in their career when 

Gandhi was alive and had common followers such as Sunderlal Bahuguna, they did not have any 

further communication or know each other well. However, we can still see them together in many 

respects, as activists and scholars who worked in the same area of India for a considerable period 

of time and were inspired by the ideals of Gandhi. They not only furthered our understanding of 

Gandhi but also took his thoughts to new directions, which Gandhi might himself have hardly 

anticipated. The following chapter is an analysis of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s remarkably 

integrated philosophy that has ennobled and enriched India and the world in many different ways. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE BRIDGE BUILDERS: 

THE INTEGRATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF MIRA BEHN AND SARALA BEHN 

 

We cannot kindle when we will 
The fire which in the heart resides; 

The spirit bloweth and is still 
In mystery our soul abides. 

… 
With aching hands and bleeding feet 
We dig and heap, lay stone on stone; 

We bear the burden and the heat 
Of the long day, and wish ’twere done. 

Not till the hours of light return, 
All we have built do we discern. 

 
 
— Matthew Arnold, Morality. 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter I argued that Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s theoretical insights 

and practical enterprise, which birthed the Chipko and the Anti-Tehri Dam movements are 

indicative of a new philosophical-cultural tradition that do not fit with a merely local and/or 

indigenous origin of these movements. In this chapter, I explicate the philosophical bases of this 

new cultural tradition, in other words the worldviews of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn. The 

worldviews of these women, I argue, represents a remarkable integration of a Gandhian 

economic vision with the political culture of the Indian freedom movement, the theoretical 

underpinnings of Western humanism and democratic ideals, and modern ecological science. 

Additionally, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn further our understanding of Gandhian philosophy by 

going beyond him in its creative dimensions, representing a continuum in the evolution of 
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Gandhian thoughts on sustainability. Their integrated thinking generated a new consciousness on 

sustainability in India, which I submit, constitutes a useful and creative contribution to the search 

for and implementation of global ideas of sustainability and to human emancipation in our times.  

The 1987 Bruntland Commission’s definition of sustainable development1091 put forward 

the principles of meeting the basic needs of the poor and intergenerational equity linking 

“poverty alleviation, environmental improvement, and social equitability through sustainable 

economic growth.”1092 However, the lack of an implementable and operable concept has 

generated and fanned critical debates and disagreement on the nature, scope, and content as well 

as the temporal dimensions of sustainability. Some critics have suggested that the ambiguity in 

the concept of sustainable development and its anthropocentric conception of “needs” often 

allows for the erroneous equation of sustainable development to conventional growth-oriented 

economic development.1093  This focus has generated a “resource management” perspective on 

sustainability that stresses technological efficiency, cost-benefit analysis, expert advice, market 

solutions, and institutional responses to environmental problems. Indeed, more than two decades 

after the Bruntland Report, most environmental problems are addressed increasingly by 

technology and institutional reform.1094 Critics argue that this approach often leads to an evasion 

of questions central to environmental problems such as consumption and production processes. 

Many have thus rejected the core economic assumptions of a growth model of development 

1091 The Bruntland Commission defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” UN-WCED, Our 
Common Future UN General Assembly Resolution no. A/42/427 (Oslo: UN, 1987), 37, accessed August 5, 2013, 
http://www.un-documents.net/wced-ocf.htm. 

1092 Desta Mebratu, “Sustainability and Sustainable Development: Historical and Conceptual Review,” 
Environmental Impact Assessment Review 18, (1998): 501-502. 

1093 Michael Redclift, Sustainable Development: Exploring the Contradictions (London: Routledge, Kegan 
& Paul, 1987; Robert Gibson, “Should Environmentalists Pursue Sustainable Development?” Probe Post 13, no. 4 
(Winter 1991): 22-25. 

1094 N.D. (Klaas) van Egmond, and H.J.M. (Bert) de Vries, “Sustainability: The search for the integral 
worldview,” Futures 43, (2011): 854. 

369 

                                                 



 
 

suggesting alternative visions for change in lifestyle and values.1095 Ambiguity in the definition 

of sustainability has also generated what scholars call “weak” and “strong” versions of 

sustainability. Defenders of the former perceive the instrumental value of environmental services 

but do not differentiate between natural and human-made capital. Conversely, with respect to the 

biophysical limits of growth, proponents of “strong sustainability” advocate maintaining both 

human and natural environments for both intrinsic and instrumental reasons, both being 

complementary rather than mere substitutes.1096 Other commentators posit integrative views 

arguing that eco-efficiency (resource efficiency) and eco-justice (social and intergenerational 

equity) are both necessary for sustainability rather than considerations for environment alone.1097 

In short, sustainability as a global concept has expressed many conflicting (though interrelated) 

meanings viz. meeting human needs, economic growth, resource efficiency, ecological 

conservation, social justice and equity, public participation to name but a few. 

Despite the significant amount of disagreements over the various concerns of 

sustainability, many have stressed the heuristic, open-endedness of the concept as well as its 

“constructive ambiguity” as often desirable, as it invites dialog and reflexivity.1098 However, one 

big challenge of the sustainability discourse today lies in its practical implementation and 

creating realistic outcomes for both local and global scenarios.1099 The various interpretations of 

sustainability increasingly point towards the need for a more balanced, inclusive, integrative, and 

1095 Herman Daly, Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Development (Boston: Beacon, 1996). 
1096 David Pearce, Anil Markandya, and Edward Barbier, Blueprint for a Green Economy (London: 

Earthscan, 1989); Herman Daly and John B. Cobb Jr., For the Common Good: Redicrecting the economy toward 
community, the environment, and a sustainable future (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), 72-73. 

1097 Robert Gray and Jan Bebbington, “Sustainable Development and Accounting: Incentives and 
Disincentives for the Adoption of Sustainability by Transnational Corporations,” in International Accounting and 
Reporting Issues, 1995 Review (Geneva: UNCTAD, 1996). 

1098 Daly and Cobb, For the Common Good 1989, 75-76; John Robinson, “Squaring the Circle? Some 
Thoughts on the Idea of Sustainable Development,” Ecological Economics 48 (2004): 374. 

1099 Nuno Quental, Julia M Lourenco, and Fernando Nunes da Silva, “Sustainable Development Policy: 
Goals, Targets and Political Cycles, Sustainable Development 19, (2011): 16. 
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contextualized approach across worldviews and knowledge systems, state and civil society 

networks, and temporal and spatial scales.1100 To implement such an integrative framework, 

scholars have pointed out the need to examine the “experimental and experiential nature to 

sustainability” as “an acid test” in diverse sociopolitical and environmental situations.1101 This 

accents the role of science and technology in relation to societal and cultural contexts. Moreover, 

differences in views about the meaning and content of sustainability also indicate that 

sustainability is not merely a one-sided technical and economic issue but is also affected by 

people’s worldviews, values, future orientations, concepts of “the good life,” in the relationship 

between humanity and nature. Scholars have thus emphasized the need for broadening the ethical 

spheres of sustainability that could “resonate with the deeply held convictions of people from 

many different religious, philosophical, and cultural traditions [to] facilitiate collaborative 

decision-making.” 1102 All of this calls for a new holistic vision and value orientation for 

transformative thinking and social change that can transition to a sustainable society.  

Mira Behn’s and Sarala Behn’s thinking constitutes an important contribution to this 

emerging holistic trend of the modern sustainability movement. While neither of these critics of 

modern development were using sustainability explicitly as a term in their discourse, I argue that 

in their philosophical notions and practical work in crafting community practices and organizing 

social movements they evidently expressed concerns about sustainability from a holistic and 

integrated perspective. Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s philosophical worldview is important to 

consider not merely because they are similar to and predate the contemporary sustainability 

1100 Daly and Cobb, For the Common Good, 123, 374-75; Maarten van Opstal and Jean Huge, “Knowledge 
for Sustainable Development: A Worldviews Perspective,” Environment, Development and Sustainability 15 (2013): 
687-709; Robinson, “Squaring the Circle?” 378. 

1101 Robinson, “Squaring the Circle?” 378. 
1102 Sarah E. Fredericks, Measuring and Evaluating Sustainability: Ethics in Sustainability Indexes 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), 11. 
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movement, but also because they complement, as well as extend its semantics in several 

significant ways. In the first place, their concepts of “durable economy,” “community 

development,” “women’s empowerment,” and “grassroots basic education” integrates aspects of 

biosphere and human society, science and art, education and culture, ethics and quality of life, 

which points to an interdisciplinary approach to sustainability. Secondly, in the processes of 

local to global discourses on sustainability, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s life and work 

highlights the role of biographies and lived experiences, particularly the contributions of women 

leaders in sustainability initiatives, in exploring environmental concerns and responses, novel 

social experiments, intercultural exchange, and individual spiritualities. Thirdly, their actions 

driven by their integrative worldviews, plural and adaptive value-orientations established a 

constructive relation between transformative worldviews, social consciousness, and sustainable 

development, critical for addressing current challenges.1103 This is significant since it contributes 

to the motivational ground to influence sustainable behavior. Several scholars have pointed out 

this need for strengthening the motivational framework of current sustainability discourse that 

“permits deeper discussion of aesthetic, spiritual, religious, cultural, political, and moral 

values.”1104 Fourthly, far from just another academic-theoretical discourse at the abstract global 

level, their conceptualization of sustainability was “experimental and experiential” having direct 

implications in the germination and sustenance of local and regional consciousness and 

transformations. Finally, despite this regional orientation, their ethical and philosophical 

1103 Scholarly attention on the need to integrate diverse worldviews in the global sustainable development 
discourse has come only recently. Bert J.M. de Vries, and Arthur C. Petersen, “Conceptualizing sustainable 
development: An assessment methodology connecting values, knowledge, worldviews and scenarios,” Ecological 
Economics 68 (2009): 1006–1019; van Egmond and de Vries. “Sustainability: The search for the integral 
worldview,” 853–867; Annick Hedlund-de Witt, “Exploring Worldviews and their Relationship to Sustainable 
Lifestyles: Towards a New Conceptual and Methodological Approach,” Ecological Economics 84 (2012): 74-83. 

1104 Dale Jamieson, “Sustainability and beyond,” Ecological Economics 24 (1998): 191; Sophia Imran, 
Khorshed Alam, and Narelle Beaumont. “Reinterpreting the Definition of Sustainable Development for a more 
Ecocentric Re-orientation,” Sustainable Development (2011): 7. 

372 

                                                 



 
 

framework balances, reconciles, and systematically integrates one-sided, exclusive, or 

contradictory cultural currents and worldviews in a reflexive, participatory, inclusive, and 

dialogical form. This contributes to the cultural and social communication and exchanges 

necessary for a sustainable world. 

It is important to stress that the ideas of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were unique in that 

although they were inspired by Gandhi they did not turn their work and thoughts into a sect or 

movement formed round Gandhi or any particular ideology. These women moved into the world 

as active independent agents helping advance Gandhian ideas. In doing so, they became a bridge 

between East and West. Yet, I am not suggesting that they existed in isolation. As will be 

revealed in this chapter, they referred to the work of philosophers, artists, and scientists from 

both East and West who confirmed them in their own thoughts and experiences in constructive 

work for social and environmental transformation. Additionally, given the contemporaneity of 

their ideas, there remains ample scope for constructive cross-cultural dialog and grounds for 

resonance with the Western reader. Thus, I maintain, although they strove for the fulfillment of 

Gandhian principles of development and rural transformation in the specific context of the 

people, culture, geography, and environment of the Indian Himalayas, their philosophies and 

practical strategies were a creative integration of values and ideals from many horizons, cultures, 

and histories that continues to be relevant for a post-industrial world.  

In presenting the integrative worldview of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, this chapter 

addresses the implications of their thoughts today, especially in promoting ecological 

sustainability, democracy, social justice, and interfaith dialog. The first two sections of this 

chapter analyze Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s respective philosophies on the environment.  

Ecological thinking for Mira Behn and Sarala Behn was a creative way to enhance human 
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understanding and appreciation of nature not only cerebrally or factually, but also emotionally in 

their relation to daily life. These two sections provide a critical lens for understanding how they 

negotiated their Western ideals with those of Gandhi, between ideology and practice, modernity 

and tradition, science and spirituality, state and society, urban and rural, in creating an ecological 

ethic and an integrative vision of sustainability that can be lived and practiced. The third and 

concluding section underscores the nature and significance of the cultural dialog they initiated in 

India that becomes a bridge between East and West.  

 

6.2 The Environmental Philosophy of Mira Behn: Aesthetics, Spirituality, and Ecological 

Sustainability 

Only a few scholarly studies have addressed Mira Behn’s role in spreading environmental 

awareness in India.1105 Most of these brief and selective references to her work and ideas are 

limited in both scope and philosophical insight. As a result, Mira Behn’s environmental 

philosophy remains fairly misunderstood.  For instance, Guha provides a brief analysis of her 

role in the sociology of forest management in the hills of Uttarakhand. He points out that her 

interest in nature was not instrumental, but that she often reflected “a spiritual affinity with 

nature of a Wordsworthian kind, straight out of the European romantic tradition.”1106 Although 

Mira Behn resonated with much of European romantic thought, she differs in her specifically 

philosophical approach to nature, humankind, science, and human progress. Guha does not 

elaborate on these.  While admiring Mira Behn’s love for nature, her Indian followers also do not 

make a fair interpretation of her environmental philosophy. To illustrate, some portray her as a 

Hindu saint with little attraction for “worldly activities” and whose love for nature was 

1105 Guha, How Much Should A Person Consume? 102-105; Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the 
Environmental Movement in India,” 73-75; Shiva, Staying Alive, 65-67. 

1106 Guha, “Mahatma Gandhi and the Environmental Movement in India,” 75. 

374 

                                                 



 
 

essentially derived from and grounded in a Hindu religious ethic.1107 In contrast, some Western 

religious pacifists and social reformers see her as a Christian saint devoted to the social 

imperative of peacemaking comparable in devotion to Sister Clare and the women who followed 

Jesus.1108 As dissenters from all the above interpretations, there are Indian scholars who infer a 

certain misanthropy hidden in her thoughts on nature from her preference of the company of 

birds and animals to that of human beings who she thought, “are busy despoiling our planet.”1109  

None of these perspectives is sufficiently helpful in understanding Mira Behn’s 

independent agency and worldview. Her thoughts, influences, and emotions were all part of an 

evolving worldview. Mira Behn herself averred that her thinking on the environment developed 

over the course of the three phases of her life: the early youthful experiences in England, 

constructive work in rural India, and the time spent in rural Austria towards the end of her 

life.1110 Therefore, either relegating her love of nature to merely the cultural legacy of the 

Romantic tradition or to a particular religious veneration of nature does not do justice to her 

comprehensive philosophical worldview, in which aesthetics and spirituality play a pivotal role.  

I argue that Mira Behn’s work addresses questions of environmental aesthetics raised by 

contemporary strains of thought in the West but many of which remain partly unanswered. Some 

of these questions are whether aesthetic value in nature should be restricted only to a vision-

based epistemology? Is there a way to unite sustainability concerns with aesthetic awareness to 

1107 Shushila Nayar, “Mira Behn,”in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 238; Ramakrishna Bajaj, 
“Mira Behn Symbolized Indian Culture,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 239; Madalsa Narayan, “Mira 
Behn was a remarkable personality,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 244; Amar Nath Seth, “Mira Behn- 
Some Reminisces,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 258. 

1108Rev. John Haynes Holmes, I Meet Gandhi (New York: The Community Church, 1931-32), Elizabeth 
Glendower Evans Papers, (Cambridge, MA: Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College, 1932-34), microfilm; Robert 
Ellsberg, “Mira Behn: Servant of Peace,” in Blessed Among All Women: Women Saints, Prophets, and Witnesses for 
Our Time (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2005). 

1109 Ved Mehta, Mahatma Gandhi and His Apostles (New York: Penguin Books, 1977), 225; and  Amar Nath 
Seth Mira Behn- Some Reminisces,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 258. 

1110 Mira Behn, “Drastic change or self-destruction,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 
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enhance our perceptual and ethical sensibilities? Can aesthetic awareness include aesthetics of 

environment, society, as well as the arts? Conversely, can the arts widen our perception of nature 

and catalyze deeper transformations relevant to both nature and society? Mira Behn’s philosophy 

addresses these questions, emphasizing that ecological sustainability and social justice can also 

be an aesthetic movement. In doing so, she presents a broader more nuanced picture of the role 

of aesthetics in nature and society.   

As discussed before, one major aspect of the global dimensions of sustainability is that it 

remains largely embedded in scientific and technological interpretations (ecological and 

economic). Such a focus marginalizes other non-discursive experiences or worldview-related 

ideas such as that of the aesthetic and the spiritual as intangible, subjective, and nonscientific. 

Moreover, the lack of conversation and critical engagement with such values and attributes could 

be a reason why the aesthetic is predominantly interpreted in the visual mode (scenic 

appreciation of nature) and the spiritual is relegated as otherworldly. This tendency to keep 

discussions of aesthetics and spirituality out of scientific discourses on sustainability weakens the 

social engagement criteria and ethical approaches to environment. In this context, the 

worldviews and values in Mira Behn’s integrative philosophical framework could be a helpful 

guide in addressing these concerns.  

I argue that through the creative integration of aesthetics with ecological sustainability 

Mira Behn brings a new perspective to environmental philosophy. This kind of integration is not 

new in contemporary Western environmental philosophy. However, it is a contested one. For 

instance, scholars in the West have emphasized how the goals of environmental aesthetics and 

ecological sustainability are often incompatible.1111 Some of them, while acknowledging such 

1111 Russ Parsons, “Conflict between ecological sustainability and environmental aesthetics: Conundrum, 
canard or curiosity,” Landscape and Urban Planning, 32 (1995): 227-244. 
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conflicts, have indicated the need for a shift from an emphasis on “landscape-aesthetics-as-

scenery” to an ecologically-based normative model of aesthetics. 1112 The debate continues with 

studies evincing how contemporary environmental aesthetics have failed to generate resources to 

carry out a comprehensive agenda for environmental conservation. Those finding faults with 

conventional scenic appreciation of nature suggest scientific and cognitive approaches instead, 

rejecting any role that art and spirituality may play in nature appreciation.1113 Non-cognitive 

approaches such as those involving the sensory, the emotional, and the perceptual are thus 

categorized as being weak in objectivity and in moral suasions on environmental protection.1114 

Others have suggested creative linkages between cognitive and the affective dimensions of 

environmental aesthetics.1115 However, even such “integrated” approach falls short as they fail to 

address other equally important aesthetic-moral dimensions such as social equity and justice.1116 

The latter refers to the idea of “aesthetic justice,”1117 in which direct experiences in improving 

the quality of life in any community links the issue of aesthetics to ethics and social justice.1118 

This interrelatedness of issues in aesthetics asks for a more integrated approach for which we 

must now turn to the philosophy of Mira Behn. 

1112 Paul H. Gobster, “An Ecological Aesthetic for Forest Landscape Management,” Landscape Journal 18, 
no. 1 (1999): 54-64. 

1113 Allen Carlson, “Contemporary Environmental Aesthetics and the Requirements of Environmentalism,” 
Journal of the Faculty of Letters 34 (2009): 7.  

1114 Ibid, 16. The reason of this rift between traditional philosophy of art and environmental aesthetics goes 
back to Ronald Hepburn’s essay written in 1966. It questioned traditional aesthetics’ obsession with the scenic and 
the picturesque outlining how the aesthetics of natural environment and the aesthetics of the cultural i.e. art, were 
two different things and were divergent. In the later debates, this difference remains far from resolved. It appears 
especially prominent with respect to cognitive (Allen Carson’s) and noncognitive (Arnold Berleant’s) approaches. 
Arnold Berleant, The Aesthetics of Environment (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992). 

1115 Emily Brady, Aesthetics of the Natural Environment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003). 
1116 Brady, Aesthetics of the Natural Environment; Sheila Lintott, “Toward Eco-Friendly Aesthetics,” 

Environmental Ethics 28, (2006): 76. 
1117 Monroe C. Beardsley, “Aesthetic Welfare, Aesthetic Justice, and Educational Policy,” Journal of 

Aesthetic Education 7, no. 4 (October 1973): 49-61. 
1118 Hanna Matilla, “Aesthetic Justice and Urban Planning: Who Ought to Have the Right to Design Cities,” 

GeoJournal 58, no. 2-3 (2002): 131-138. 
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I suggest that Mira Behn’s environmental philosophy redeems the significance of 

aesthetics in nature-regarding behavior from the realm of the trivial and the decorative and 

stresses the value of aesthesis as sensory perception along with the scientific and the economic in 

sustainability and justice concerns. Her work and thought proposes a new perspective on the 

human-nature relationship by catalyzing reflection on the aesthetic and spiritual dimensions of 

ecological sustainability and social justice concerns. This was achieved through a creative 

engagement of ideas from the Western romantic tradition, the spiritual worldviews of Eastern 

traditions, Gandhian thoughts on village economics and modern ecological sciences. 

In the following, I explore Mira Behn’s aesthetics, the way she understood the 

relationship between humankind and nature, the significance of art and music in understanding 

this relationship, and finally, the pragmatic dimensions of her thoughts on community economics 

and environmental sustainability as practical expressions of this relationship.  

 

6.2.1 Aesthetic Spirituality and its Role in Nature and Society 

 
There is nothing higher than to approach the Godhead more nearly than other mortals and 
by means of that contact to spread the rays of Godhead through the human race.  
 
 

— Beethoven to Archduke Rudolf, August 1823. 
  
The inner call has taken me away into the Himalayas, where my desire is to live more and 
more in contact with Nature’s manifestation of God’s glory, and through that contact to 
reach out towards the Truth that is God Himself. 
 
 

— Mira Behn, Hindustan Times, May 2, 1953. 
 

Mira Behn’s passion for environmental conservation grew out of the aesthetic imprint of 

her self-directed early life encounters with nature and cultivation and pursuit of artistic interests. 
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Akin to the Romantics, she drew her inspiration from the book of nature and from her avid 

interest in the fine arts such as landscape painting; architecture; literature, especially the poetry 

of Robert Burns and the works of Shakespeare, Goethe, and Rolland; and music, in particular 

that of Beethoven. Her search for the Unknown through the voice, touch, scent, sight, and taste 

of nature, filled her with joy, feelings of harmony, and connection to the divine. During storms 

when people preferred to stay indoors, she wrote, “I would go right out into the raging gales on 

the rugged South-West coast of England, and rejoice in the sting of the rain on my face, and the 

smell of the salt spray from the Atlantic rollers as they hurled themselves with unceasing roar on 

the rocks below.”1119 Her romantic enthusiasm especially for the bucolic and the wild was not 

utopian, quaint, or metaphorical. It was a visceral, penetrating, felt experience of nature that left 

an enduring and transfiguring impact on her.  Here is an example of her poetic exuberance 

expressed in a letter she wrote to Gandhi’s secretary Mahadev Desai, about an everyday 

experience of nature in the busy city of Varanasi: 

Yesterday morning I had a heavenly early morning walk by the bank of the Ganga. 
People may laugh at the idea of there being anything special about holy places – but they 
should just take that walk with their eyes open. The Ganga, blue and sparkling with the 
golden tints of the rising sun as he catches her little wavelets breaking themselves with 
the voice of the happy bells1120 against the velvety grey sandbank; the azure sky 
overhead, intensified with the lightly gathering rain clouds; the exquisitely soft air 
pressing in caressing wafts across the fields; and the mighty trees, finer than one sees 
anywhere else, stretching their venerable arms to heaven, and joining in the morning 
hymn of praise with the rustling of their myriad leaves. All thought of self was swept 
away and one rejoiced and felt one’s being throb in oneness with the whole of nature.1121 

1119 Mira Behn, “Himalayan Lessons,” in Mira Behn Gandhiji’s Daughter-Disciple, 101. 
1120 The toll of bells in the temples by the side of the river. 
1121 Mahadev Desai, The Diary of Mahadev Desai July 19, 1932, ed. and trans. Valji Govindji Desai, vol. 1, 

Yeravda Pact Eve, 1932 (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 1953), 235. This instance of Mira Behn’s 
complete sensory immersion in nature in which the observer and the world become one comes close to 
Schopenhauer’s description of a pure aesthetic experience or in more contemporary terms bears out on Berleant’s 
engaged aesthetics which overcomes separation and alienation between humans and the environment. Arthur 
Schopenhauer, The World As Will and Representation, trans. E.F. J. Payne (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 
1969); Arnold Berleant, The Aesthetics of Environment (Philadelphia: The Temple University Press, 1992). 
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This aesthetic (experiential/perceptual) experience was fundamentally an experience of 

the emotion of wonder, an “aesthetic spirituality”1122 that motivated her sustained connection to 

nature, and she would argue, is capable of being experienced by anyone.  Such experiences led 

her to apprehend the existence of “a vast vitality in untrammeled Nature [sic] which 

communicates itself to those who live with her.”1123 As some authors concur, perceptually as 

well as cognitively, this kind of experience of wonder opens our minds to an unseen order of 

things in nature, to feel a sense of unity and contiguity with nature’s beauty, order, and vitality, 

and makes us responsive to the existential and ethical cues towards greater empathy and concern 

for nature.1124  Mira Behn revealed that such aesthetics of nature appreciation was not an out of 

the ordinary or a specialized activity but a vital component of our everyday lives. Studies have 

identified how an engaged affective relationship with nature arising from interactions with the 

quotidian life and surroundings, often experienced early in one’s life serve as a motivational 

factor for ecological thinking and conservationist behavior.1125 Thus, an active cultivation of 

aesthetic sensibilities elevates and ennobles the ordinary, engenders curiosity, and supports an 

empathic connection to nature. On the other hand, Mira Behn pointed out that aesthetic 

alienation in urban-industrial culture and the values that it supports impoverishes the human 

quality of life, enervates aesthetic sensitivity making us strangers in our own environment, and 

1122 This term was originally coined by historian William Clebsch. It implies a spirituality that is based on 
human experience (of wonder in nature) rather than religious indoctrination, divine revelation, or obeisance to 
transcendent authority(s). It expressed a consciousness of beauty of living in harmony with nature, an idea which is 
also shared by philosophers such as John Muir, William James, Ralph Waldo Emerson and Rachel Carson. Robert 
C. Fuller, Wonder: From Emotion to Spirituality (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009) 147. 

1123 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 277. 
1124 Fuller, Wonder: From Emotion to Spirituality, 152. 
1125 Jennifer Foster, “Environmental Aesthetics, Ecological Action and Social Justice,” Emotion, Place and 

Culture, ed. Mick Smith, Joyce Davidson, Laura Cameron, and Liz Bondi (Surrey and Burlington: Ashgate 
Publishing, 2009), 103. 
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encourages mechanical pleasures and passive entertainment.1126 She perceived lack of 

opportunities for individual creativity, character and production in the capital-intensive, 

mechanized, and centralized production systems. In the sights and sounds, expressions and tastes 

of modern industrial urban culture she found a prevalence of the vulgar, the raucous and the 

crude that destroys or blocks the vital channels of receptivity into the human mind. Upon 

reaching the countryside from the dust, din, and stench of overcrowded cities Mira Behn’s spirit 

rose to see the verdure forests, the sparkling streams, the distant mountains, and to listen to the 

song of the birds. She wondered wistfully, how the modern urban Indian “with blunted senses 

and hardened minds,” have “lost the power to see God in nature,” to hear “the singing of the 

birds, let alone the voice of the Silence,” to smell “the pure sweet air of the mountains.” She 

realized that most urbanites visiting the hill-stations, “would seek out cinemas and there go into 

raptures over foreign scenery, flickering on a screen to the accompaniment of vulgar music. They 

would not turn their eyes in reverence towards the majestic snows of Kedarnath,1127 nor would 

they listen to the voices of the wind wandering through the fragrant fir woods.” “Alas for modern 

man!” she lamented, “He is the victim of a fell disease, and glories in that sickness, calling it 

progress, enlightenment, knowledge!” 1128  

Aesthetic responses like the above highlights those empathic relationships that humans 

have with their environment(s), the values that shape human perception, sensibility and 

receptivity that are otherwise stifled, lost or repressed in the trivia of everyday life, transforming 

moral character. Mira Behn was careful to point out the Faustian problems with the 

Enlightenment-inspired scientific-technological paradigm that has created a distorted view of the 

1126 Mira Behn, “Paradise Lost,” Harijan (September 29, 1946): 330; Mira Behn, “Hell in the Midst of 
Heaven,” Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 65-66. 

1127 Kedarnath (6940m) is a Himalayan peak belonging to the Gangotri group of range of Western 
Garhwals.  

1128 Mira Behn, “Paradise Lost.” 
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relationship between human beings and nature. Exiled from the deeper rhythms and patterns of 

nature, humanity, she foresaw, forfeits an essential aspect of its nature, a sensibility that reveals 

to us why the natural world ought to be a matter of vital concern. 

Yet, unlike the Romantics’ wholesale denunciation of science, Mira Behn’s nature 

aesthetics was not a speculative deviation from scientific thinking. While rejecting the 

mechanistic and materialist versions of Enlightenment epistemology, Mira Behn incorporated the 

humanistic themes inherent in Enlightenment reason and Romantic imagination that confront the 

erosion of humanity at the hands of a positivistic science. In her ethic therefore, we find a 

combination of Enlightenment humanism with Romantic skepticism about the Cartesian image 

of nature that led her down paths that anticipated the essential impulses of modern-day 

environmentalist concerns. This led her to perceive the global environmental crisis not as a 

tragedy, but as an opportunity for renewal of the lost spiritual and moral relationship between 

humanity and nature.1129  

In understanding Mira Behn’s philosophy, I contend, we cannot insulate her aesthetic 

spirituality and appreciation of nature from her musical aesthetics.1130 In fact, as we will see, 

Mira Behn’s philosophy is closely linked to the ethical humanism and spirituality of Beethoven 

as it is to Gandhi’s moral ideas. Mira Behn often made the rather stunning remark that it was the 

1129 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

1130 There appears a tendency amongst environmental scholars and historians to downplay the philosophical 
influence of Beethoven and his music in Mira Behn’s thoughts and ideals. Of the few studies acknowledging Mira 
Behn’s contribution in environmental and social transformation in India, almost none have taken her musical 
aesthetics seriously. Environmental historian Ramachandra Guha (2006: 102) mentioned Mira Behn’s inspiration of 
Beethoven in a footnote while musicologist and Gandhian philosopher Mark Lindley wrote that Mira Behn’s 
yearning for “that which can only be felt but never spoken” found in Beethoven’s music is less significant than her 
humanitarian work amongst the masses. Mark Lindley, “Mira Behn, Gandhi and Beethoven,” Academia.edu, 
accessed March 25, 2012, 
http://independent.academia.edu/MLindley/Papers/1248421/Mirabehn_Gandhi_and_Beethoven. 
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music of Beethoven which inspired her to serve and fight for the cause of suffering humanity.1131 

She not only regarded Beethoven the foundation of her inner being, but also insisted that she 

came to Gandhi through him, and that her understanding of Gandhi’s philosophy only made her 

better capable of appreciating Beethoven’s ideals.1132 This unusual inspiration through music 

touched her life at the age of fifteen, which led to a spiritual transformation. However, it was not 

only the music of Beethoven that inspired her, but also his letters and biographies by his 

contemporaries which revealed to her the philosophic-aesthetic, moral, religious, and political 

ideas of the composer. The centrality of Beethoven’s influence in her life behooves us to explore 

how her involvement with Beethoven’s music transformed the spiritual and aesthetic worldview 

of Mira Behn and how the moral-aesthetic ideals she imbibed catalyzed her philosophical 

thinking on social and humanitarian service.  

 Aesthetic appreciation of music often makes a richer interpretation when connected to an 

artist’s life and intentions. As Kathleen Higgins argues, the aesthetic appreciation of music “is an 

extremely undistanced stance toward another.” Just as aesthetic appreciation of nature often 

involves a religious sense of reverence toward the Creator, in our appreciation of an artistic thing 

(e.g. music/painting) we often tend “to appreciate it as the product and expression of a 

person.”1133 Such an act of appreciation involves a response to something of value and reverence 

for the artist and a need to understand his life and intentions behind the creation of his art. 

Moreover, even purely instrumental music is not merely a sensory experience. Rather it 

articulates ideas that relate to its particular cultural, intellectual, and artistic context. A 

1131 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 42. 
1132 Albert Kreuzer, “Mira Behn about Beethoven,” in MIRA PEP 02024, 2002, CD. 
1133 Kathleen Higgins, The Music of Our Lives (Plymouth: Lexington Books, 2011), 161. 
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hermeneutic approach in this context would help us understand the particularities of the 

worldview of the composer out of which the music arises, as well as the world of the listener.1134 

Given the unique qualities of Beethoven’s music and its universal nature, the sonic 

weight, the surging energy of his symphonies that moves the listener along, the hauntingly 

emotive element of his piano sonatas and late quartets, one can perhaps imagine what Beethoven 

meant when he said, “Music ought to create and fan the fire of the spirit of man [sic].”1135 But if 

we agree that the value of music lies in its element of expressing or communicating something 

meaningful about human life and experience, then it is important to understand the connection 

between a composer’s intent and a listener’s understanding to know how it can be a 

transformative experience. This brings us to understand the art of music beyond mere technical 

or formal appreciation, focusing instead on their poetic content that is suggestive of ideas and 

feelings, making “revelations that are ethically valuable to us.”1136 In this sense, the music of 

Beethoven contains concrete ethical and existential themes of human engagement with the world 

which are “personal and subjective” rather than “abstract.”1137 In fact, it can be argued that 

Beethoven’s artistic vision would have lost much of its impact and appeal without these 

“extramusical” forces, the running themes of metaphysics, truth and morality, fate and destiny, 

struggle and self-transcendence, human relationship to nature and divinity, and aesthetic socio-

political statements like justice and freedom, enshrined in his music. 

The idea of a primal, universal, and all-powerful truth (divinity) beyond ordinary human 

perception and the struggle to give it expression through art formed the basis of Beethoven’s 

1134 Bruce Ellis Benson, “Phenomenology of Music,” in The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and 
Music, ed. Theodore Gracyk and Andrew Kania (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), 587. 

1135 Romain Rolland, Beethoven [Vie de Beethoven] trans. B. Constance Hull (New York: Henry Holt & 
Co., 1917), 101. 

1136 Higgins, The Music of Our Lives, 114. 
1137 Glenn Stanley, “Beethoven at Work: Musical Activist and Thinker,” in The Cambridge Companion to 

Beethoven, ed. Glen Stanley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 31. 
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aesthetics. “Every musical thought” Beethoven maintained, has an innate “intimate and 

indivisible unity with the universe.”1138 Whether it is the sublimity of the cosmic vision of the 

starry heavens or the exuberant feelings aroused in him by the beauty of nature in the forests, all 

parts of nature and the universe seemed to Beethoven as permeated with a divine vibration, 

which he aspired to translate into written music.1139 Indeed, nature for Beethoven was 

personalized, synonymous with divinity, and provided “him with that cosmic echo, at times 

transporting him into exalted moods of an almost mystical intensity.”1140 Thus, his music induces 

the same sublime effects of breath-catching awe, envelopment, and transcendence, joy and 

ecstasy, as one finds in sublime nature, leading the ardent listener into the spiritual realm of the 

infinite.1141 It is little wonder that Mira Behn who was drawn to nature and the Unknown should 

be attracted to the spiritual world of Beethoven and his music. Mira Behn observed, that for 

Beethoven, “it was an inborn longing to merge himself in Nature [sic], and it was spiritual 

adoration of the Creator through that marvel of Creation which was the essence of his being – the 

source of his music’s power to uplift and strengthen us.”1142 The embodied aspect of engagement 

with such music revealed to Mira Behn the archetypal experience, constituting moments of 

transcendence that attested her intuitive belief and dependence on the Unknown, leading to the 

coalescence of the aesthetic and the spiritual. This notion of aesthetic spirituality is broad and 

1138 Luigi Magnani, “Beethoven and the Aesthetic Thought of His Time,” International Review of Music 
Aesthetics and Sociology 1, no. 2 (December 1970): 125-136. 

1139 Mira Behn, “Beethoven the Mystic,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 179. The most 
widely acclaimed of this would be Symphony Number 6 Opus 68 the Pastoral and the Ode to Joy. Nature themes 
also emerge in Symphony Number 8 Opus 93, the fourth of Gellert Songs Opus 48 (which speaks about how nature 
serves as testimony to God’s glory), the Adagio in the second Razumovsky Quartet (inspired by the beauty of the 
starry sky), Spring Sonata Opus 24, etc. Virginia Beahrs, “Kantian Concepts in the Life and Music of Beethoven: 
Reassessing Beethoven’s Moral Imperatives,” The Beethoven Journal 16, no. 2 (Winter 2001):.56; William 
Kinderman, Beethoven (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 288; and Carlos Kjell Guerard, Beethoven 
and the Archetypal Light: A unique multidisciplinary insight into the composer’s creative process (Lulu, 2007). 

1140 John Crabbe, Beethoven’s Empire of the Mind (Newbury: Lovell Baines Print Ltd., 1982), 104-5.  
1141 Both theists from various faith denominations and atheists have affirmed the spiritual power of 

Beethoven’s music. Michael Broyles, “Beethoven, Spirituality, and Spiritualism in 20th Century England and 
America,” The Beethoven Journal 26, no. 1 (Summer, 2011): 11. 

1142 Mira Behn, Beethoven’s Mystical Vision (Madurai: Khadi Friends Forum, 1999), 14.  
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embracive in that it is not girded by dogma or dictates of institutionalized faith and gives rise to 

the demand of the ethical. The nondiscursive, embodied experience of such art and its spiritual 

affinity with nature broadened the horizon of Mira Behn’s own aesthetic ideas. She read echoes 

of her own subliminal thoughts and feelings on nature’s “heralds of grace” concretely, in the 

music of Beethoven. As Gertrud Anna Wirgler, a psychologist and a close friend of Mira Behn 

observes: 

Music is vibration and this same vibration is often felt in nature and helps us understand, 
appreciate, love, and relate to nature. During many of her evening walks in the forests 
where Beethoven repaired, Mira Behn expressed to me how often she found in such 
music and amidst nature similar feelings of peace, freedom, harmony, ecstasy, and of 
being part of creation which is sacred, which one cannot spoil as one liked.1143 
 

 

1143 Gertrud Anna Wirgler, telephone conversation with author, September 13, 2012. 
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Figure 17: Mira Behn in the woods of Baden, Austria.1144 
Thus, music became a stimulus to wonder, an invitation to participate with nature, as well 

as a deeply relational and transformative experience making the human encounter both with the 

art and the natural environment an immersive, reflective experience. Thus, artistic appreciation 

can also play an important part in communicating and cultivating spiritual and moral values and 

dispositions similar to those we experience when celebrating nature. While aesthetic encounters 

(e.g. when looking at a painting, or listening to a musical piece, or experiencing nature) can 

generate spiritual inspiration or ecstasy, such inspiration is also morally significant when it 

moves one beyond the bounds of the ego and has a transformative impact on the self.1145 This 

brings to us, what some scholars have described recently as a “musical spirituality.” The latter is 

a liberating and integrative understanding of the relationship between the embodied and the 

transcendent, the spiritual and the aesthetic as well as the life-world.1146  

Mira Behn observed that Beethoven “was the living personification of his music, or, 

rather, his music was the utterly faithful echo of his character.”1147 This observation brought her 

to a deeper understanding of the ideals, values, and virtues of the composer revealing intriguing 

motifs that resonated with her, giving her a vision of the role of art in life and society. She was 

inspired to learn how the artist distilled an embracive consciousness of the sacred combined with 

a love for nature from Romantic ideas of pantheism to mystical polytheistic fusion of Christian, 

Masonic Egyptian, and (Eastern) Hindu motifs as well as from philosophical and literary works 

1144 Barbara Pflaum, Mira Behn in Austria, 1980, Barbara Pflaum/GandhiServe, accessed, November 12, 
2012, http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-
bin/gm/gm.cgi?action=view&link=Images/Photographs/Personalities/Mirabehn_Madeleine_Slade&image=IMPHPE
MS1980505004.jpg&img=30&tt= . 

1145 Deanne Bogdan, “The Shiver-Shimmer Factor: Musical Spirituality, Emotion and Education,” 
Philosophy of Music Education Review 18, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 111-129. 

1146 Deanne Bogdan, “Musical Spirituality: Reflections on Identity and the Ethics of Embodied Aesthetic 
Experience in/and the Academy,” Journal of Aesthetic Education.37, no. 2 (Summer 2003): 80-98; David Carr, 
“Exploring the Spiritual and Moral Light and Dark Sides of Musical Experience and Appreciation,” Philosophy of 
Music Education Review 18, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 130-144. 

1147 Mira Behn, “Why I Have Written The Book As I Have,” [undated] Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
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of his times. 1148 Moreover, Rolland’s portrayal of Beethoven’s personality as “a great ocean-

torrent of strong will and faith,” “the grandest and best friend of those who suffer and struggle,” 

and as “sorrow personified, to whom the world refused joy, created joy for all through his own 

suffering,” carried a powerful moral message for Mira Behn.  

As J.W.N. Sullivan points out, the character of life as suffering, and the corresponding 

capacity for human endurance and achievement constitutes the two faces of Beethoven’s outlook 

of life.1149 However, this suffering artist was motivated by an indomitable zeal to strive against 

the odds in life not for personal gain or glory but for the sake of humanity alone. Through his 

own humanistic philosophical ideal, “To do all the good one can, to love liberty above 

everything, and even it be for a kingdom never to betray truth,”1150Beethoven stressed the socio-

ethical task of art in the service of life.1151 Rolland suggested that Beethoven’s constant 

communion with nature enabled him to assimilate its deep and mighty powers which he 

transformed into art “for poor humanity, for humanity to come, to restore its courage and to 

shake off its lassitude and cowardice.”1152 This moral value and essential goodness of suffering 

in its broadest sense, i.e. self-sacrifice in devotion to a higher cause as the necessary condition of 

1148 Mira Behn, “Beethoven the Mystic,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 180-181. Despite 
born and raised in the Catholic observance Beethoven was nominally a Christian, not bound to orthodox teachings 
of the Church. Albeit he did not reject his belief, he broke the shell of formal belief fusing together religious ideas 
from a wide range of traditions. 

1149 John William Navin Sullivan, Beethoven: His Spiritual Development (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 
1936), 64, 67. 

1150 Translated from Beethoven’s (1792) own words: “Woltuen, wo man kann/Freiheit uber alles lieben, 
Wahrheit nie, auch sogar am/ Throne nicht verleugnen.” Rolland, Beethoven, 1.  

1151 To his childhood friend Franz Wegeler Beethoven wrote (June 29, 1800) about his hopes, “my art shall 
be entirely devoted to the benefit of the poor.” In another letter to Hans Georg Nageli (September 9, 1824) the 
composer expressed: “…Since my childhood it has been my greatest joy and pleasure to be able to work for 
others…” Lady Wallace, trans., Beethoven’s Letters (New York: Books For Libraries Press, 1970), 19; Michael 
Hamburger, trans., Beethoven: Letters, Journals and Conversations (New York: Anchor Books, 1960), 228. Several 
of Beethoven’s Symphonies, the oratorio Christ on the Mount of Olives (which depicts a humanistic Jesus and his 
suffering for the redeeming of humanity); concert overtures such as Egmont and Prometheus; and his opera Fidelio 
heightens this concept of heroism as a personal as well as a social and ethical ideal in which the aesthetic 
embodiment of suffering (for the cause of others) and human despair ultimately leads to liberation (from oppression 
and institutions of hegemony), triumph, and celebration of humanism. 

1152 Rolland, Beethoven, 49. 
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liberation, awoke Mira Behn to its hidden aesthetics, the moral quality of such art as a “carrier of 

life, a creator of energies, a dispenser of love,” and hence a service to the masses.1153 Such 

knowledge inspirited in Mira Behn the desire to dedicate her life to a cause larger than herself, 

and an ideal loftier than the mundane. Renowned Austrian musicologists Paul and Eva Badura-

Skoda, both close friends of Mira Behn confirmed this point to me. “It was the moral idealism in 

Beethoven who overcame his sufferings to give something to humanity that motivated Mira 

Behn to do likewise.”1154 Mira Behn’s work to promote Germanic music in Post World War I 

England is a burning instance how she employed the moral force of such spiritual inspiration to 

bridge the gap between England and Germany, to counter human alienation and self-interest, and 

thus to translate art in the service of shared human moral expressions. 

In Rolland’s biography on Gandhi in which he depicted Gandhi’s search for truth and the 

good through suffering love (nonviolence) for the freedom of the Indian people from oppression, 

Mira Behn heard a similar echo of Beethoven’s motto, which she capsulated: “Through 

Suffering, Joy.”1155 Gandhi’s view that “…one must suffer in the search for truth; one must 

undergo disappointments, fatigues and afflictions without number; but despite everything you 

draw joy and felicity from it,”1156 was an ideal not new to her, but in which she found a practical 

means to serve others. In India, Mira Behn became acquainted with the practical ethics of 

“suffering – the great law” of our being, symbolized through Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance 

against “inhuman industrialism, rapacious plutocracy, and a materialistic system of economics” 

1153 Maurice Nadeau, “Romain Rolland,” Journal of Contemporary History 2, no. 2 (April 1967): 220. 
1154 Paul and Eva Badura-Skoda, telephone conversation with and email-message to author, September 5, 

2012. 
1155 M.K. Gandhi, “Letter to Mira Behn,” April 13, 1927 in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 

(January 2 – June 3, 1927) vol. 38, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 278, accessed 
August 12, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL038.PDF. 

1156 Romain Rolland, “Extract from Diary, December 1931,” Romain Rolland and Gandhi Correspondence 
(New Delhi: Publications Division, 1976), 209. 
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through the “active force of love, faith, and sacrifice.”1157 Such ideas gave Mira Behn spiritual 

thought and guidance leading her to choose a life of selfless service for the good of universal 

humanity. In the words of Beethoven, quoted Mira Behn, “It is only through untiring use of the 

powers with which he [sic] has been endowed, that man [sic] can reverence the Creator and 

Preserver of Nature.”1158 

I argue that Mira Behn understood aesthetic appreciation as a way of making sense of our 

environment (social or physical) through the power of art. Her view creates the possibility of an 

aesthetic thinking where the aesthetic experience of an artwork refrains from being just an object 

of our private world experience. It becomes the aesthetic idea which can inspire and transform 

our psychological selves, by virtue of which we discover new meanings, uncover hidden truths, 

and enhance the value we give to places, relationships and things that we encounter in our daily 

lives in the wider social context. For instance, the moral-spiritual aesthetics of such art did not 

remain an abstract ideal for her own self-consciousness but became a practical means to serve 

others in the world, to fight injustice, untruth, and human alienation. Such moral-spiritual 

aesthetics also represents a human need for order, harmony, truth and goodness in life in the 

pursuance of which one draws strength from one’s own suffering. The aesthetics of suffering 

engenders a sense of one’s place in the world in relationship to others and to the divine. 

Encountering aesthetics as a hermeneutic experience, as scholars have argued, we can 

demonstrate how art can go beyond mere innocent diversions and pleasurable subjectivized 

feelings, to access and understand fundamental truths about the world and the meaning of being a 

1157 Romain Rolland, Mahatma Gandhi: The Man Who Became One with the Universal Being (New York: 
The Century Co., 1924), 241. 

1158 Gitta Sereny, “A Life with Gandhi,” The New York Times Magazine, November 14, 1982, 117. 

390 

                                                 



 
 

human.1159 The purpose of art, which derives its strength from such aesthetics, is not to 

symbolize life as it already is, or to escape reality through rhapsodic delights, sensuous 

amusement, or debasing contempt, but to redeem life, helping people onward on the path of 

morality, elevating their views and thus contributing to our understanding of the world. Mira 

Behn’s spiritual aesthetics espouses the hermeneutics of aesthetic experience that reveals the 

place of art in our experience of the world, that “art is capable of something of greater 

significance than the power to engender delight or terror.”1160  

Mira Behn’s natural affinity, love, and compassion for trees and animals was “far more 

universal and spontaneous” than that expressed through the worldview of any one particular 

cultural tradition.1161 She had the natural art of looking upon birds, animals, trees, and rocks as 

her friends and companions and in whom she found her inner peace and strength. As Wirgler 

affirms, “For Mira Behn, spirituality had a wider cosmic significance ... Her spiritual ideas were 

based on the sacredness of creation, which implied respect and love of nature, animals, human 

life; an ideal which she also lived throughout her life.”1162 Thus, she derived extraordinary 

happiness and peace reading about the vivid portrayal of nature, the forests, the plants, animals, 

and birds, the hermits, peasants and the fields in the Indian epic Ramayana. She recalls in her 

memoir how learning about the great traditions of India, from the Vedas to the Upanishads had a 

profound effect on her:  

Here I discovered things that seemed to be part of my inmost self, part of something I had 
known long before and since lost. Here there was no nightmare of the unanswerable, but 
instead a vast illumination of the Unknown making its contemplation not a horror, but an 

1159 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (London: 
Continuum, 2006), 84-87.  

1160 Chris Lawn, Gadamer: A Guide for the perplexed (New York: Continuum Books, 2006), 89. 
1161 Dada Dharmadhikari, “Mira Behn– A Dignified Personality,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter 

Disciple, 263-64. 
1162 Gertrud Anna Wirgler, telephone conversation with author, 13 September, 2012. 
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infinite inspiration. While reading the Upanishads, and a few extracts from the Vedas, I 
heard the same note as in the music of Beethoven...1163  

 

During her stay at the hill town of Palampur in the Kangra Valley of Himachal Pradesh, Mira 

Behn describes how the Hymns of the Rigveda harmonized with the glory of nature and the 

elements around her: “The trees and bushes befriended me, the great boulders of gray rock, 

covered with lichen, were a perpetual joy, and the sound of the stream in the ravine made sweet 

and gentle music. As for the birds, they rapidly became companions.”1164 Similarly, in the 

cosmological vision of Lao Tzu, Mira Behn perceived the meaning of a “conception of Creation 

which, passing over all set religious beliefs, comes face to face with the mystery of mysteries – 

Creation’s Source.”1165 In this primal cosmic vision of the Tao as the driving force and source of 

all spirit and matter, Mira Behn saw a reflection of the same mystic source out of which the 

music of Beethoven flowed.  

Thus, journeying across the vast terrain of Beethoven’s music, his sublime aesthetics and 

spirituality, to the ancient scriptures of India and the Chinese philosophy of Tao Te Ching later 

in her life, Mira Behn found affirmation and resonance of her own understanding of spirituality. 

In all these ancient traditions, it was the central teaching of unity and interrelationship of all 

things and events in nature that struck a familiar chord with Mira Behn and appealed to her 

conscience. Imbibing such knowledge, Mira Behn revealed a remarkable intercultural translation 

of ideas that were the combinations of Indian influences and transnational borrowings. Whether 

through the voice of Nature, the fluidity and rapture of the music of Beethoven, the Truth of 

Gandhi, the Brahman of the Vedas and the Upanishads, or the mystic views of Lao Tzu, Mira 

Behn envisioned an inclusive spiritual framework that could converse and sympathize with a 

1163 Mira Behn, The Spirit’s Pilgrimage, 170. 
1164 Ibid., 220-221. 
1165 Mira Behn, “Note on Tao,” [undated] Petra Kreuzer Private Collection.  
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diverse and plural world without succumbing to any singular doctrinal narrative. In a statement 

made in the 1930s, she revealed how her religious views segued from the remarkable cross-

semination of Eastern and Western perspectives:  

I have not thrown Christianity overboard, in embracing Hinduism. Baptized and 
confirmed a Christian, I never was an orthodox Christian in my heart. Neither am I now a 
Hindu. I first came to understand the teachings of Jesus through Mahatma Gandhi, and 
the Hindu scriptures. The first ray of light reached my inner being through the music of 
Beethoven.1166 
 

Thus, Mira Behn’s spirituality was dynamic, expressed through her selfless devotion to 

serve others, a deep appreciation for beauty in nature and in art, and her concern towards 

enhancing and encouraging nature’s ways and processes.1167 Although she upheld the music of 

Beethoven as a form of prayer and a communion with the divinity revealed in nature, she 

perceived value in Eastern religious perceptions of the divine immanence in nature. Nature to 

Mira Behn was “the visible aspect of the Creator”1168 to be revered and contemplated. She 

revealed: “...the older I grow, the more clearly I sense an all-pervading Spirit encompassing the 

whole of creation, and how this Spirit manifest itself to us outwardly through Nature. It is not 

conquest of, but cooperation with Nature that can mend the calamitous world situation. ”1169 

Instead of venerating nature as a Divine Other or singularly in an idyllic and romantic sense, she 

focused on the need for a transformed self that is capable of listening to and responding to 

nature, and doing so overcame the seeming divides between human and nonhuman nature. She 

expressed this in these poignant lines:  

1166 The Ogden Standard- Examiner (March 26, 1930), 4. 
1167 Rameshwar Brahmachari, interview by author, Rishikesh, March 30, 2011; Gertrud Anna Wirgler, 

“Mira Behn in Austria,” Himalaya Man and Nature (July 1993): 5-6. 
1168 Mira Behn, “Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable Harmony: A 

Suggestion,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
1169 Mira Behn to Indira Gandhi, July 6, 1980, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 

New Delhi. 

393 

                                                 



 
 

We inhabit the limitless universe, and we must expand our horizons until they blend into 
the vastness and the Almighty Spirit with which it is pervaded. 
 
And it is not only contemplation of the celestial expanse surrounding us that awakens that 
sense. How often, on a summer’s day, have I flung myself down in a meadow to look 
deep into the grass to watch there a world of tiny living creatures, each one perfect in 
design and color, and each one busy fulfilling its life’s calling when, at such moments, 
comes over me a vision of Creation’s oneness from the tiniest creatures to the mightiest 
stars in space.  
 
We are one family – watched over by the Creator.”1170  

 

 

Figure 18: Sunderlal Bahuguna meditating at Helenental in the forests of Vienna in Austria, 
close to Mira Behn’s cottage in Baden, 1985. Mira Behn’s liberating spiritual philosophy had a 
profound impact on Bahuguna.1171  

1170 Mira Behn, “Evolution of the Spirit,” in Mira Behn, Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 178.  
1171 Barbara Pflaum, Sunderlal Bahuguna, co-founder of the Chipko Movement, meditating at memorial of 

Ludwig van Beethoven in Vienna Forest, Austria, ca. 1985, Pflaum/ Gandhiserve, accessed July 23, 2012, 
http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-

394 

                                                 

http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-bin/gm/gm.cgi?action=view&link=Images/Photographs/Personalities/Miscellaneous&image=IMPHPEMI5050505030.jpg&img=0&search=sunderlal%20bahuguna&cat=Images&tt=&bool=and


 
 

Mira Behn’s ecological aesthetics emphasize 

the need for broadening and transforming our 

comprehension of and relation to the nonhuman 

world through direct observation and empathic 

participation. For instance, her natural love and 

respect for birds and animals led her to look 

upon them as beings endowed with mind and 

emotions, as friends and companions in whose  
 

 

Figure 19: Mira Behn interacting with a newborn calf.1172 

 

joys and sorrows she participated with “intimate interest and sympathy.”1173 Rather than 

respecting animals because they were capable of suffering, or because they were beings with 

inherent worth, Mira Behn’s ethic considered birds and animals as intelligent and responsive 

individuals with whom we share a common life. As she wrote: 

All my life I have lived in touch with birds and animals without thinking of studying 
them to see whether they have memories and emotions like we have, or whether they act 
by automatic reactions to hereditary instincts. I have always regarded them as highly 
intelligent co-inhabitants of this world, from whom we can learn many things to our 
advantage, such as self-discipline, regularity in daily life, devotion to duty, and, of 
course, knowledge of food values, weather conditions and so on. The “lower species” 
attitude is, perhaps, one of the most glaring examples of man’s [sic] blinding egoism, 
which makes him finally imagine that he is and no one else counts.1174 

bin/gm/gm.cgi?action=view&link=Images/Photographs/Personalities/Miscellaneous&image=IMPHPEMI50505050
30.jpg&img=0&search=sunderlal%20bahuguna&cat=Images&tt=&bool=and.  

1172 “Mira Behn in Kashmir” [ca. 1954-55] Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
1173 Mira Behn, “The Blessings of Discipline,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 139. There are 

numerous anecdotes of her intimate cohabitation with and observation of wild birds and their behavior, her open 
relationship with the farm animals, her ability to bond with the quite unfamiliar ones from garden toads to elephants. 
Her love for animals also led her to explore works of several animal behaviorists of her times, such as British 
naturalist Len Howard and Konrad Lorenz.   

1174 Mira Behn, “Birds are Highly Intelligent,” Hindustan Times, November 29, 1954, Mira Behn Papers, 
Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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I argue that Mira Behn’s direct experiences of animal behavior explicitly challenged the classical 

ethology of her times. The latter had little to say about questions of animal consciousness and 

instead emphasized the instinctive and automatic behavioral responsiveness of species.1175 In 

contrast, Mira Behn developed a reciprocity of relations and affective bond with the birds and 

animals she encountered, an approach that recognized their independent integrity and 

personalities, i.e. creatures with psyches, and allowed the freedom of their personhood to be 

expressed. In doing so, she regarded the relationship between humans and animals as a 

communion between related beings and different subjectivities. The human kinship with the 

more than human world that she portrayed grew out of a deep felt love and appreciation for all 

life based on an understanding of reciprocity, reverence and respect. Such ethical appreciation 

begins by deepening our own awareness and perception of the diverse intelligences and multiple 

wisdom of the animal world, displaying humility in place of conceit, and striving to learn from 

them through empathic participation. I maintain that this kind of thinking combining empathic 

participation with observation and understanding not only helps develop an ethic of animal care, 

but also a transformative spiritual awareness as we enter into rich relations with the nonhuman 

world. Thus, her thoughts contribute to alternative ways of understanding animal behavior that 

gains explicit support today from the expanding field of cognitive ethology.1176  

Such ethical precepts of love and respect for all creation, peaceful and harmonious 

existence between humanity and nature also linked her mind to Beethoven and to Gandhi. Thus, 

she found strong semblance of the “perpetual expression of the spiritual voice” that came to 

1175 Allen Colin and Marc Bekoff, “Animal Minds, Cognitive Ethology, and Ethics,” Journal of Ethics 11, 
(2007): 304. 

1176 Donald R. Griffin, Animal Thinking (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984); Griffin, Animal 
Minds (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Allen Carlson and Marc Bekoff, Species of Mind: The 
Philosophy and Biology of Cognitive Ethology (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1997); Marc Bekoff, The Emotional Lives of 
Animals (Novato: New World Library, 2007). 
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Beethoven through nature and the art of music, in the life and thought of Gandhi expressed 

“through perpetual activity in moral, social, and political reform.”1177  

Rosetta Spalt, a friend of Mira Behn in Austria observed: 

Spiritual search, love for the creation, inspiration coming from the Creator, need for 
harmony between mankind [sic] and the cosmic laws and with nature, respect for which 
is fundamental for humanity’s and the earth’s salvation, were in Mira Behn’s mind the 
basic truths inspiring both Gandhi, the religious-politician and Beethoven, the 
composer.1178  

 

Mira Behn drank deep from the spiritual wells of truth that she discovered in the life, 

convictions, and achievements of these two men hailing from East and West, viz. their common 

concerns about humanity, nature, and the divine. Through her own experiences of deeper values, 

she educed the essence of their wisdom and strove to integrate and implement them on a 

practical level, for a creative synthesis that shaped her ecological aesthetics. 

 

6.2.2 Aesthetics, Economy, and Ecological Sustainability 

It has come to this, that the lover of art is one, and the lover of nature another, though true 
art is but the expression of our love of nature. 
 

            — Thoreau, October 9, 1857. 
 

If [humankind] wants to survive [we have] got to turn with contrite heart to Nature and 
seek to learn how best to live in harmony with her. 
 

          — Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note.” 
 

The philosophical foundation of Mira Behn’s aesthetics owes as much to the spiritual and 

humanitarian expressions in European art and culture as to Gandhian interpretation of aesthetics 

and the idea of the ethics of consumption, as envisioned in the ideal of Gram Swaraj 

1177 Mira Behn, “Autobiographical Note,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 297. 
1178 Rosetta Spalt, “Retracing Mira Behn’s Path,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 226. 
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(decentralized, self-reliant village republics). In this section, I argue that Mira Behn integrated 

her spiritual-aesthetic vision of harmonious living with nature to Gandhian village economics as 

a practical way to organize communities on a sustainable basis. In upholding that an economy 

can also be an expression of art, as this section reveals, Mira Behn explored the time, scale, and 

consumption dimensions of sustainability within the aesthetic framework of a community. In 

doing so, she emphasized and extended the aesthetics of Gandhi’s concept of Gram Swaraj 

through her ecologically informed idea of sustainable community development. This section 

evinces that the progressive potential of Mira Behn’s aesthetic vision with its spiritual and 

affective dimensions is further enhanced when combined with the cognitive dimensions of 

ecological sustainability and the social aesthetics of justice.  

One major aspect of Mira Behn’s approach to sustainable community development in 

India is her emphasis on the integration of both cognitive and non-cognitive value components. 

As Gupta pointed out, an “extraordinary combination of love and scientific concern … marked 

her attitude to the problems of environment.” 1179 In fact, it was her spiritual aesthetics, which 

formed the basis of her deep concern, love, and respect for all things living, her choice of a 

simple lifestyle, and her practical interests in the world and its actions.1180 Thus, Mira Behn 

stressed that “science and spiritual intuition have a vast common field [and] their union in 

research is the crying need of today.”1181 Her approach to sustainable community solutions in 

India thus emphasized the need to cultivate aesthetic capacities and responses to the pattern of 

relationships with the natural and human social world through open, collaborative and affective 

practices. Nowhere is this better expressed than her recurrent references to the protection of the 

topsoil from harmful agrochemicals and mechanized farming. In her efforts to develop a 

1179 Krishna Murti Gupta, “Mira Behn,” in Mira Behn: Gandhiji’s Daughter Disciple, 49. 
1180Gertrud Anna Wirgler, “Mira Behn in Austria,” Himalaya Man and Nature (July 1993): 5-6. 
1181 Mira Behn, “The Wolf as Instructor,” Gandhi Marg (1967): 250-252. 
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grassroots alternative to chemical agriculture, Mira Behn stressed the need for a supportive, 

caring, reciprocal, and holistic relationship with the complex and dynamic living system of the 

soil using ecological, ethical, and spiritual/cultural metaphors. “Starvation of the soil is the root 

cause of our own starvation. Mother Earth is truly a living being, and if we do not nourish her 

she cannot nourish us,” so observed Mira Behn. 1182 Stressing this living reciprocity with the 

earth, Mira Behn explained that the earth must be treated with respect and given food in return in 

the form of well-prepared manure if she is to sustain her children, the people.1183 Thus, Mira 

Behn argued that agriculture when it becomes a business enterprise loses all aesthetic value in 

the sense that this vital relationship or connectivity between human beings and Mother Nature is 

impaired or lost.1184 She alluded to chemical reductionism in modern high input agriculture and 

exploitation of the soil’s biological system for quick returns as neither ecologically sustainable 

nor capable of fighting hunger. Pointing to the diminution in all values of life, she wrote in 1949: 

The tragedy today is that the educated and moneyed classes are altogether out of touch 
with the vital fundamentals of existence – our Mother Earth, and the animal and 
vegetable population which she sustains. This world of Nature’s planning is ruthlessly 
plundered, despoiled, and disorganized by man [sic] whenever he gets the chance. By his 
science and machinery he may get huge returns for a time, but ultimately will come 
desolation. We have got to study Nature’s balance, and develop our lives within her laws, 
if we are to survive as physically healthy and morally decent species.1185 
 

Let us now consider how Mira Behn’s holistic philosophy of community development was the 

result of a practical integration of her aesthetic-spiritual worldview with the political-economic 

ideals of Gandhian Gram Swaraj. The latter according to her, was a concept that correlates in the 

field of politics and economics to the basic truths of love of nature and humanity and the human 

1182 Mira Behn, Why India Starves and the Remedy, 1.  
1183 Mira Behn, “How to Grow More Food,”137-8. 
1184 Mira Behn to Indira Gandhi, October 7, 1981, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 

Library, New Delhi. 
1185 Mira Behn, “Startling Facts – II: Compost Vs. Artificial Manure,” Harijan (April 24, 1949): 63. 
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strivings for creativity which she encountered in the fields of the arts and the aesthetics. Unniyal 

pressed this point: 

Mira Behn did not take up social work because that was her forte or that was to her taste. 
It was aesthetic feeling… essentially she was trying to express herself in that way. It was 
the extension of her personality. She had a vision of society, which would look beautiful. 
A self-sufficient village community milking its milk, grinding its corn, and generally 
living in friendship with the earth. You see, this was an aesthetic vision…like a painting 
you paint or a piece of music, not a social idea. It is aesthetics, art, and the vision of 
beauty that was her principal driving force. It is with many people whose aesthetic sense 
drives them to these other domains. Take for instance, John Ruskin. Ruskin was a painter, 
architect, art critic essentially and he wrote on art, but then he also wrote Unto This Last, 
which became Gandhi’s Bible for a time. Sarvodaya was the translation of Unto This 
Last. So, this also happened with Mira Behn. She was fundamentally an aesthetic person, 
a worshipper of beauty, who strove to attain the beauty, harmony, dynamism, and 
oneness she experienced in nature and in the music of Beethoven, in the human social 
dimension. The social dimension of her vision of an ideal society that is beautiful, 
peaceful, and living in harmonious relation with its surroundings came from the ideal of 
Gram Swaraj. … so the canvas on which she painted was Gram Swaraj….it was the 
extension of her vision of a beautiful society.1186  
 

This draws attention to the much-ignored aspect of Gandhi’s views on the nature of art 

and its relationship to life in society and politics. In contrast to the common perception that 

Gandhi was an ascetic who had nothing to say about art, he was a connoisseur of both. 1187 

Gandhi’s aesthetics as Anthony Parel puts it succinctly was a combination of Ruskinian and 

Tolstoyan aesthetics and Ananda Coomaraswamy’s ideas on art and spirituality.1188 Following 

Tolstoy, Gandhi believed that art must express and evoke similar feelings that the artist himself 

had experienced. Like Tolstoy Gandhi rejected the reductive notion of “art for art’s sake” 

considering art not only in terms of itself but also in accord to other aspects of life. Moreover, 

Tolstoy’s conception of a good work of art as that which suppresses violence and disharmony 

1186 Jagadish Prasad Unniyal, interview by author, New Delhi, May 29, 2011. 
1187 Gandhi was drawn to the political economy of art which came to him through John Ruskin’s 1857 

article, A Joy Forever: And its Place in the Market, one of the earliest treatment of art and political economy; and 
Tolstoy’s What is Art. Gandhi suggested these two works on art theory and art history in the appendix to his Hind 
Swaraj. 

1188 Anthony J. Parel, Gandhi’s Philosophy and the Quest for Harmony (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 161. 
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and promotes goodwill and amity amongst humankind appealed to Gandhi.1189 From John 

Ruskin Gandhi learnt how political economy as the art of applying labor correctly to production 

and distribution of things beautifies life and builds a good society for all, providing for 

necessities rather than extravagance on luxuries. Appreciation of beauty according to Ruskin was 

impossible so long as one lived amidst “misery, poverty, and internal dissentions.”1190 Again, 

from Ananda Coomaraswamy, Gandhi derived the idea of the complementary role of aesthetics 

and spirituality, a spirituality that cultivates the aesthetic value of self-restraint without 

embracing asceticism.1191  

We see that Gandhi imbibed the socio-aesthetic concept of social reconstruction from the 

West, but harmonized it with the aesthetics of moral and spiritual regeneration from the East. He 

presented this integrative concept of aesthetic values in the practical context of regeneration of 

the Indian society. For Gandhi, true art emerges when we see “Beauty in Truth or through 

Truth.”1192 To Gandhi, the best expression of such art is in the art of living a life that connects 

one to the life of the poor and the downtrodden. This implied a new way of reconnecting 

aesthetics and ethics in order to reshape and transform the political and social sphere, which 

formed the edifice of his Gram Swaraj. In this vision, human life as well as art must 

meaningfully contribute to the welfare of all (Sarvodaya) representing truth, public good, and the 

aesthetic experience of the beautiful. While the aesthetic experience is valued in and of itself, its 

1189 Leo Tolstoy, “What is Art,” Manas 15, no. 42 (October 17, 1962): 4. 
1190 Mahadev Desai, The Diary of Mahadev Desai, ed. and trans. Valji Govindji Desai, vol. 1, Yeravda Pact 

1932 (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing House, 1953), 38. 
1191 Parel, Gandhi’s Philosophy and the Quest for Harmony, 162. 
1192 M.K. Gandhi, “Discussion with G. Ramachandran,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 

(August 16 – Devember 26, 1924), vol. 29 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 264, 
accessed June 5, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL029.PDF. Truth according to Gandhi has a moral as 
well as a religious connotation and is central to his philosophical thought. Truth preserves the metaphysical and 
ethical connotation of such Hindu terms as dharma, the universal law or duty, and rta, the cosmic moral law. Truth 
is the highest goal and quest for the same i.e. by living a morally worthy life, is the sole justification of man’s 
existence. 
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connection with moral experiences and acts of self-denial rather than self-indulging hedonistic 

sensuality presented an aesthetic idea that is radically different from the modern understanding 

of aesthetics.1193 The philosophical point made here is that his ideal of Gram Swaraj represents 

the aesthetic value of self-rule or self-restraint (Swaraj) expressed practically in real life, by 

implementing his fifth principle of asangraha or non-possession/voluntary poverty in the 

sociopolitical and economic sphere.1194  

To Mira Behn, the transient visions of truth and beauty, order and harmony she perceived 

in nature and in the music of Beethoven became real in the vision of decentralized, self-

sufficient, and nonviolent village republics. As Gandhi once said, “there can be no Swaraj where 

there is no harmony, no music... If we put a broad interpretation on music, i.e., if we mean by it 

union, concord, mutual help, it may be said that in no department of life can we dispense with 

it.”1195 Thus, in the organization of Gram Swaraj Mira Behn found the aesthetic and the practical 

as not separate but intimately connected with everyday experience. In this ontological form of 

society, her aesthetics focused primarily on the constructive approach with the aim of finding 

beauty and joy in voluntary simplicity involving aesthetic acts that were nonviolent to nature, 

animals, people, and to the community by and large. Much like a Deweyan environmental 

aesthete, Mira Behn’s philosophy drove home the practical point that the aesthetic is not merely 

reserved for the decorative, the urban concert hall, or merely restricted to the scenic appreciation 

in the country. Art thus places itself in a directly human context, in the vital stream of ordinary 

1193 Vyjayanti Rao, “Hindu Modern: Considering Gandhian Aesthetics,” Public Culture 23, no. 2 (2011): 
393. 

1194 Gandhi introduced the practice of eleven vows for all Ashram inmates as a means of personal 
development and social reform. These were ahimsa (nonviolence), satya (truth), asteya (non-stealing), 
brahmacharya (self-discipline/celibacy), aparigraha (non-possession), sharir-shram (bread labor), aswad (control 
of palate), sarvatra bhaya varjanam (fearlessness), sarva dharma samantva (equality of all religions), swadeshi (use 
of locally made goods), and sparshabhavana (removal of untouchability). 

1195 Mahadev Desai, Day to day with Gandhi: Secretary’s Diary, vol. 8, January 3, 1926- December 30, 
1926 (Varanasi: Sarva Seva Sangh Prakashan, 1973), 136. 
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human experience and practice from whence it gains its significance in imparting meaning to 

ecological and social issues.1196 Her ecological aesthetics is thus not merely relegated to the 

appreciation of unspoiled woodland or countryside but also includes the social, cultural, and built 

environments, which actually are the environments we inhabit and encounter every day. In the 

context of her aesthetics and sustainability, Mira Behn perceived the biophysical and social 

significance of the Gandhian political-economic ethic of Gram Swaraj that stressed limiting 

wants and creation of inter-subjective spaces of communication for making responsible 

consumptive choices on the other.1197 The aesthetic thus belongs to the way life is organized 

nonviolently (i.e. harmonious relationship between human beings and the environment, without 

exploitation) around fundamental necessities like food, clothing, and shelter and that there is a 

vital aesthetic element in the ethic of limited consumption. Limiting of wants or simplifying our 

present high standard of life, does not mean austerity or scarcity, neither does it glorify poverty 

or maintain the status quo in keeping the poor poor, but is a deliberate and self-conscious choice 

to a better, simpler, happier, and a more fulfilling life. Thus, Mira Behn saw the political 

economy of consumption, (self-sufficiency and voluntary simplicity) as inextricably linked with 

the aesthetic dimension of an interconnected, interdependent, and harmonious living with nature 

that she valued. The creative and communicative aspects of Gram Swaraj suggest that an 

economy can become an expression of art by making harmony between nature and humankind 

possible. 

While Gandhi’s hypothesis about Gram Swaraj was not tested during his lifetime, Mira 

Behn’s experiments with Gandhi’s village development ideas explored the dynamic relationship 

between ecology, community, and aesthetics in promoting social justice and ecological stability. 

1196 John Dewey, Art As Experience (New York: The Berkeley Publishing Group, 1934), 10.  
1197 Ananta Kumar Giri, “Rethinking the Politics and Ethics of Consumption: Dialogues with the Swadeshi 

Movements and Gandhi,” Journal of Human Values 10, no. 1 (2004): 41-51. 
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The spiritual aspect of Mira Behn’s nature aesthetics, her inner moral drive to serve humanity, 

the aesthetic need to organize life in a decent and beautiful manner around decentralization, self-

sufficiency, and voluntary simplicity, free from the distortions and distinctions of class, caste, 

race or creed, brought an expanded vision to her aesthetics. Poverty, squalor, disease, starvation, 

violence, and decay in society, problems of pollution, nuclear proliferation, excesses of 

consumption, human selfishness, and despoliation of nature are all symptomatic of material, 

aesthetic and moral disservices, disharmonies, and diseconomies of modern economic growth. 

Accordingly, the ideal “community” she envisaged, was not a homogeneous unit of closely-knit 

people with a common cultural, religious, or ethnic agenda and background. As in many of her 

village schemes, the communities she organized were plural, diverse groupings of people who 

came together based on shared responsibilities and endeavors in shaping and constituting their 

own communities. 

Mira Behn endeavored to bring her aesthetic vision on nature and art into the human 

social and cultural sphere. For her, artistic creativity present in music, poetry, or painting as well 

as in nature through the endless cycle of creation of new life was also a stimulus for all human 

action and thinking viz. science and technology, craft and economic activity.1198 This implied 

wedding nature and artificiality together using science, technology and community organization 

to develop aesthetic capacities for reconnecting with nature. A key objective of her ecological 

aesthetics was thus to find aesthetic outcomes in rural reconstruction projects in which she linked 

the beautiful with the ecologically healthy for socially benevolent and sustainable practices. Her 

village schemes such as compost making, cattle breeding and development, sanitation, rural 

housing and design, improved agricultural techniques were public demonstrations in community 

practices of aesthetic expressions against epistemic practices that remained bound within the 

1198 Mira Behn, “Who is Red in Tooth and Claw?”  
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walls of laboratories, research institutions, and the garb of specialization, and hence removed 

from the democratic domain of people’s knowledge and participation.  Mira Behn’s community 

development was thus an invitation for people to participate in joint, democratic decision-making 

for the aesthetic shaping of their communities by engaging in “concrete aesthetic and creative 

activities”1199 that took responsibility of both people and nature. 

Her work on rural dwellings in her village development projects evinces how she linked 

this alternative stream of science and technology to her aesthetic vision of nature and society. 

She took pains to see that rural buildings were fashioned harmoniously with the natural beauty of 

their surroundings through a process of interaction and participation of the people with their 

environment using only local materials and with respect to the climate and hydroecology of the 

land. Such notions of artful architecture inspired by nature and related to the life of the 

community upheld the aesthetic ideas of truth, egalitarianism, reciprocity, and healthy existence 

through understanding of one’s surroundings. As demonstrations of sustainable construction, 

such rural dwellings were not only “pleasant to look upon, but pleasant to live in, being cool in 

summer and warm in winter.”1200 The dwellings belonged to the environmental and 

socioeconomic reality of the place and thus were not a mere functional frame to house people 

and things to a maximized standard of living and comfort. Examples of such artful yet pragmatic 

architectural experimentation and planning of rural dwellings by Mira Behn are buildings which 

still stand today at Gandhi’s Sevagram ashram (see Figures 20 and 21 below) in central India, at 

Oel in Palampur in Himachal Pradesh, and at Silyara in Uttarkhand, as confluences of 

receptivity, creativity, and economy. 

1199 Hanna Mattila, “Aesthetic Justice and Urban Planning,” 137. 
1200 Mira Behn, The Spirits Pilgrimage, 296. 
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Figure 20: Bapu Kuti, Bapu’s Cottage: “It is not merely a hut. It is a poem.” – Gandhi, 1936. 
Mira Behn built this simple mud-walled cottage at Segaon (Sevagram Ashram) for herself in 
1936. The nature and art motifs on the walls are her own mouldings.1201  

1201Mahatma Gandhi’s hut at Sevagram Ashram, 1937, Gandhimedia website, accessed June 11, 2013, 
http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-
bin/gm/gm.cgi?direct=Images/Photographs/Places/India/Maharashtra/Wardha/Sevagram_Ashram. Gandhi praised 
Mira Behn’s hut not only for the creativity and prudence revealed in sourcing materials for construction from the 
locality but also for its resource efficiency in the use of (and thus the reduction of) construction waste. M.K. Gandhi, 
“A Talk with Jairamdas Doulatram and Devdas Gandhi,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (May 16 – 
October 19, 1936), vol. 69 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 224-225, accessed May 
29, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL069.PDF. 
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Figure 21: Adi Niwas, The Original Residence: The hut that Mira Behn built for Gandhi at 
Segaon in 1936, then at a cost of only one hundred Indian rupees.1202 
 
 

Mira Behn also related her aesthetics to Gandhi’s social thought in response to other 

questions of environmental sustainability in India. For instance, in her critique of scientific 

forestry she pointed out the problems with ecologically unstable monoculture plantations 

designed on industrial models of efficiency. She advocated a holistic land use change in the 

Himalayas through protection and propagation of natural mixed and broad-leaved species that 

1202 Kanu Gandhi/GandhiServe, A Hut at Satyagraha Ashram,Sevagram, ca. 1968, Gandhimedia website, 
accessed June 11, 2012, http://www.gandhimedia.org/cgi-
bin/gm/gm.cgi?direct=Images/Photographs/Places/India/Maharashtra/Wardha/Sevagram_Ashram; M.K.Gandhi, 
“My Idea of Living in a Village” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (September 23, 1935 – May 15, 
1936), vol. 68 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 308, accessed August 12, 2012, 
http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL068.PDF. 
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will restore the health and harmony of the land and its inhabitants. Thus, forestry should be 

integrated, oriented to soil protection and water conservancy, considerations of natural beauty, 

and the meeting of local community needs. This approach effectively linked her aesthetics with 

the ecologically healthy and health of the local economy. Mira Behn’s dream of systematically 

organizing forests, animals, and farmland, was possible “only when the peasants gain their 

rightful place in national affairs.”1203 Her vision of a long-term locally oriented, and cooperative 

sustainable forestry offered a solution that would induce people to engage with nature and 

society, understand the place of human beings within nature better than would the alienating, 

centrally managed, and authoritarian discourse of short-term profit oriented forestry.  

Mira Behn’s philosophy of an economics for community countered the inherent problems 

of gigantism of the industrial-technological development and a mechanized, moneymaking 

economy.1204 She pointed out that both aesthetic experience and sustainability were sacrificed by 

the speed and suddenness, scale, and material excesses expressed by the production and 

distribution flows of capitalist economies: 

The moneymakers, favored by politicians… have seized on [mechanization] to produce 
more and more, faster and faster, and to excavate and build on a gigantic scale, while by 
means of ceaseless propaganda they continually dazzle the masses with new products, 
thus creating in them an insatiable appetite for buying. Now greed is the order of the day 
– the ravenous greed of the producers and the artificially stimulated, but no less ravenous, 
greed of the purchasers. What is more, it stands to reason that greed-inspired and greed-
inspiring products are largely superfluous to genuine needs, which means that much of 

1203 Mira Behn. “Sukh ka khazana aur uski barbadi” [The treasury of happiness and its destruction] 
Himalaya: Man and Nature 17, no. 2 (July 1993): 31. 

1204 It is important to stress though Mira Behn advocated economic decentralization and expostulated 
against large-scale mechanization, she did not essentialize large-scale enterprise as the works of devil or that small-
scale approaches are always benevolent. What she certainly perceived as a cause of concern was the inevitability of 
ever-growing large-scale technology and centralized economic organization and the consequent waning of 
alternative conditions of sustainability. In unveiling the hazards of gigantism and centralized power and production 
Mira Behn questioned the technological hegemony and economic orthodoxy underlying a system, not scale per se. 
Economists endorse this point having debunked such arguments that economies grow with the size of the firm or 
that centralized management is necessarily more efficient compared to moderate, small-scale enterprises. 
Kirkpatrick Sale, Human Scale (Coward, McCann & Geoghegan, 1980); John Papworth, Small is Powerful: The 
Future as if People Really Mattered (Wesport CT: Praeger, 1995); and Herman Daly and John B. Cobb. Jr., For the 
Common Good, 292.  
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the pollution, noise and destruction of resources now torturing the world is caused by the 
production of unnecessary things. 
 
Hand in hand with this mania for material superfluity goes the speed mania which is 
perhaps the most virulent of all our ills. In every direction Man [sic] finds himself caught 
up in a speed which is totally unnatural, and which drives him to go faster and faster and 
to do more and more in spite of the damage done to him both physically and mentally.1205 

 

While changes on a grand scale induce aesthetic impairment of the unity, wholeness, and 

harmony of the land, the commoditization of time as an abstract category and as a capital 

enforces pressure to produce and consume more in less time. This undermines the human quality 

of life, in terms of relationship to self, to others, and to the environment. This brings to the fore 

the intertwining of both time and environment and the question of consumption and 

consumerism to the heart of discussions on sustainability and aesthetics. Combining Gandhi’s 

economics in her community development schemes, Mira Behn aimed to address the problem of 

aesthetic alienation brought by disassociation from both time and nature in urban-industrial 

culture. In contrast to the ambiguous time horizon in the standard definition of sustainability, in 

Mira Behn’s “durable economy”1206 we find a direct reference to the time dimension of 

sustainability. An economy will be durable as long as it is in harmony with nature and the 

temporal dimensions of place or the community. This evidently points to socio-aesthetic and 

economic values and practices such as self-sufficiency, smallness of enterprise, decentralization, 

and voluntary simplicity. Mira Behn’s rural program also challenged the modern concept of 

speed as “progressive,” emphasizing that fast, uniform, and efficient economy approaches fail to 

consider the time-dimension of existence, undermining the relational sphere of aesthetics and the 

1205 Mira Behn, “Drastic Changes or Self-Destruction,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 

1206 This is similar in meaning to Kumarappa’s “permanent economy.” [Joseph Cornelius Kumarappa, 
Economy of Permanence (Varanasi: Sarva Seva Sangh Prakashan, 1945]. 
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quality of life. For example, she stressed the profound spiritual harm that humanity suffers by the 

loss of working contact with animals:  

There is an ennobling influence in the society of faithful, brave, and trusting animals. Has 
not the nobility of the horse been sung throughout the ages? Yet now that noble creature 
along with all other work-animals are banished in favor of the soulless, health-and-
character-damaging machine, which has enslaved Man [sic] and now relentlessly drives 
him faster and faster.1207  

 

Accordingly, Mira Behn envisioned functioning models of decentralized, place-based, human-

scale and thus “durable” economy consisting of self-governing and self-expressive rural 

communities joined together in a Confederacy as an alternative to the conventional short-term 

“growth economy.”   

While many scholars have argued in favor of such an economy as envisioned by Mira 

Behn, few have come up with a realistic and implementable solution.1208 Scholars have recently 

acclaimed Kumarappa, whose ideas made an impression on both Ernst F. Schumacher and Ivan 

Illich, to have invented in his Economy of Permanence a conceptual blueprint for such a 

sustainable economy.1209 Lindley has argued that Kumarappa broadened Gandhi’s economics 

from a focus on distributive justice to ecology. Yet, Lindley and others argue that many of his 

ideas on village economic programs were deficient in terms of consistency and practicality, and 

suffered from problematic assumptions.1210 I argue that Mira Behn substantially advanced the 

1207 Mira Behn, “It was all a mistake,” Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
1208 Lewis Mumford for instance, a chronicler of cities and a social ecologist who was also a contemporary 

of Mira Behn had presented attractive conceptions for a changeover to a new humanized technology and economy to 
combat fallouts of the energy crisis of the mid 70s. However, Mira Behn’s ideas for the necessary changeover to 
self-sufficient stability were more practically oriented and implementable in the short run in contrast to Mumford’s 
academic theorization and pessimistic view on the realization of such changeover which according to him can take 
as long as four centuries. “Philosopher Says New Dark Age Engulfs World,” The Modesto Bee (Sunday, April 7, 
1974): A-10; “Urban Critic Mumford Sees New Dark Age,” International Herald Tribune, April 1974. 

1209 Mark Lindley, JC Kumarappa: Mahatma Gandhi’s Economist (Mumbai: Popular Prakashan, 2007), 
152. 

1210 Critics have identified Kumarappa’s model weak in its socio-cultural and human psychological 
dimensions to induce cooperation and community integration. Lindley for instance points out that in his experiments 
on village industries he seemed to have favored Gandhi’s precept of avoiding labor-saving technology without 
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Gandhian-Kumarappan discourse on village economics, giving it a stronger ecological, 

sociological, and ethical foundation. 

Sustainability according to Mira Behn was not merely to be evaluated in terms of 

Gandhian economics, but also in terms of knowledge of ecological science, social-affections, and 

movement towards an aesthetically based culture of durable human-nature harmony. She 

maintained that change from an unstable “growth economy” to a “healthy stabilized economy” 

cannot come through arguments, intellectual persuasion or by following any rule or ideology, 

such as a complete overhaul of a centralized economy to “undiluted Gandhian methods.”1211 

“Modern states” observed Mira Behn, “with their monstrous and ever-expanding cities and 

factories cannot be changed over to a decentralized, self-sufficient social structure, without 

causing complete havoc.”1212 The hope she insisted, lies in “active, living demonstration” of 

sustainable economies and creating some visible, tangible models of decentralized, self-sufficient 

social and economic structure which people could visit and test themselves.1213 Her aim was thus 

not to create “idealists’ utopias, but businesslike, experimental areas for achieving the survival of 

humanity” which would be “ideal places for the development of science and technology on the 

paying due attention to the villagers’ real needs. Others have indicated problematic assumptions in Kumarappa that 
led him to uphold dichotomy between East and West where eastern ways were considered more modern/superior 
than that of the West. Mark Lindley, JC Kumarappa: Mahatma Gandhi’s Economist (Mumbai: Popular Prakashan, 
2007), 144, 158; Mark Lindley, “JC Kumarappa: Giant or a Midget?,” Economic and Political Weekly 42, no. 21 
(2007): 1976; Venu Madhav Govindu and Deepak Malghan, “Building a Creative Freedom: JC Kumarappa and his 
Economic Philosophy,” Economic and Political Weekly 40, no. 52 (December 2005): 5483-84; Benjamin Zachariah, 
“In Search of the Indigenous: JC Kumarappa and the Philosophy of ‘Gandhian Economics’,” in Colonialism as 
Civilizing Mission: Cultural Ideology in British India, ed. Harald Fisher-Tiné and Micheal Mann (London: 
Wimbledon Publishing Company, 2004), 265, 267. 

1211 Mira Behn, “The Atomic Crescendo and Gandhian Thought,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial 
Museum and Library, New Delhi. 

1212 Mira Behn, “Drastic change or self-destruction,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 
Library, New Delhi. 

1213 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony,” Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. Contemporary scholars have 
identified experimenting with small-scale pilot projects as an effective and incremental transition strategy (rather 
than a disruptive revolution) that can lead a growth economy to a sustainable one. Lyle K. Grant, “Sustainability: 
From Excess to Aesthetics,” Behavior and Social Issues19, (2010): 27. 
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right lines.”1214 It is interesting to note that while Kumarappa and Schumacher popularized the 

Gandhian decentralized economy in the context of developing nations, Mira Behn’s blueprint for 

the same was crafted with adaptability to befit a wider audience. She suggested that for such an 

economy to have powerful psychological and moral impact on the world, especially to persuade 

the developing countries now aspiring after American standards of life, it should be created in 

one of the most advanced nations for a lead in the “demonstration of decentralized 

simplicity.”1215 Acting as an outreach to educate and serve the larger community, these 

experimental self-governing rural communities could stimulate people’s imagination and 

convince them that stabilization of material growth does not imply stagnation of life, but can 

actually ensure all-round development.1216  

Thus, Mira Behn considerably broadened the scope and horizon of Gandhi’s constructive 

program by contextualizing and modeling it to the service of the wider global reality. Likewise, 

she endeavored to unfetter Gandhi’s ideas from the frozen bounds of specialized knowledge and 

creed that emerged in his name in post-independence India. “Much of the intellectual activity is 

tending to turn Gandhiji’s thought into an ism or a sect,” she cautioned, which systematically 

1214 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony.” 

1215 Her idea was not that developed nations should necessarily ‘lead the way’ but because such nations 
(e.g. USA) are major consumers of the world’s resources, where environmental issues have raised significant 
concern and awareness, and where the relatively sparse population allows for greater open spaces to be available for 
launching such experiments. Mira Behn, “Drastic Change or Self-Destruction” ; Mira Behn, “Soundland,” Petra 
Kreuzer Private Collection. 

1216 There is a growing evidence of the relevance of putting Gandhian thought into practice today, both in 
India and abroad. Similar to Mira Behn’s recommendations, Daly and Cobb (1989: 174) have argued that in the 
United States, small communities of decentralized economy can earn “at the level of the states a large degree of self-
determination.” Other scholars have also pointed out that several decentralized rural and urban intentional 
communities have successfully experimented with a cluster of Gandhian socioeconomic and moral ideas to develop 
sustainable and just practices of food production and consumption. Whitney Sanford, “Being the Change: Gandhi, 
intentional communities and the process of social change,” Social Sciences Directory 2, no. 3 (September 2013): 
106-113. 
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ignore his practical formula for village development. The latter “contains the bedrock cure not 

only for India’s troubles, but for the whole world.”1217 As she once expressed, 

Agriculture, Animal Husbandry, Forestry, and Localized Industry are indeed the four 
pillars of India’s strength and the more I see of conditions in the West and in fact the 
general trend in the whole World, the more convinced I become that Bapu’s economic 
vision was his greatest gift to humanity, greater even than nonviolence (in isolation) 
because the rural civilization of his conception is a prerequisite for the cultivation of a 
non-aggressive, truthful society.1218  

 

Accordingly, Mira Behn advocated a “new approach” that would part ways with the “orthodox 

Gandhian cult of today”: 

One of the essential things in this new approach is that scientific knowledge be brought to 
bear on all problems. Amateurishness and unscientific experimentation are all too 
common in Gandhian programs. Finally, it should not be thought necessary to associate 
rules for prayers, hymn-singing, diet, dress, etc. with this new approach. Honesty, 
courage and an enlightened love for Man [sic] and Nature (our Earth who gives us all) are 
what are needed.1219   
 
In her detailed constructive work plan, Mira Behn maintained that with the practice of 

“decentralization and simple self-sufficiency” based on “manual labor in cooperation with 

nature” a “durable economy” could continue “without harming the environment and at the same 

time ensure physical and mental health as well as cultural satisfaction.” 1220 The idea was that 

human activities like agriculture, animal husbandry, forestry, architecture, industry, education 

etc. should develop cooperatively, creatively, and across disciplines as a way of life, an art, 

maintaining the vital relationship with nature. This suggests that artistic expressions and 

creativity can connect us to the world, help us reach out the other and facilitate enduring 

behavioral changes through kinship and contact with nature.  

1217 Mira Behn, “Letter from Austria,” Hindustan Times (November 30, 1968). 
1218 Mira Behn to Morarji Desai, December 5, 1977, Mira Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and 

Library, New Delhi. 
1219 Ibid. 
1220 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 

Harmony”; Mira Behn, “Soundland” Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
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It is important to point out that Mira Behn’s application of the aesthetic idea and 

community economics to the rural landscape in particular does not necessarily make it at odds 

with the urban or represent the static worldview of an agrarian romantic, as some critics are wont 

to suggest.1221 In fact, in its diametric challenge to modern consumerism, the decentralized and 

self-sufficient economy founded on ecological and aesthetic lines in the rural landscape presents 

a political counterculture that question not the urban per se, but the superfluity, affluence, and 

extravagance of an acquisitive urban-industrial life. The arguments against the Tehri Dam for 

instance brought a clear understanding of what constituted development and sustainability rather 

than suggest retrograding to a stagnating, primitivist culture. Opponents of the Tehri Dam 

directly questioned the modern economic growth paradigm as well as the consumerism of the 

dominant urban-industrial culture that subverts sustainability and human relationship to the 

natural world. The demand for alternatives in the anti-dam movement also brought to light the 

question of people’s choice of technology for use of Himalayan water resources. The 

protagonists of the movement advocated use of biogas for energy sources at the household level, 

micro-hydro projects at community level, and run-off river schemes at the regional/national level 

which redefined the choice and content of technology and its role in founding a durable or 

permanent economy that is ecologically sustainable.1222 Public involvement in technological 

design that draws its democratic strength from local self-reliance and communicative advantage 

1221 This kind of criticism comes mainly from Guha (2006). However, studies have established how rural 
populations can reveal a better conservation ethic by managing their “natural” environment in a sustainable way, 
compared to the views of urban-minded conservationists and critics such as Guha. In addition, it is perhaps not 
correct to claim that a rural landscape or the life of a villager is inferior compared to the urban “good life.” It can be 
argued that the rural conservationists enjoy a fuller, healthier, meaningful, and enriching life chiefly because of the 
aesthetics of their pastoral settings. Scholars have also argued that aggressive anti-wilderness paradigm (as Guha 
advocates) is not always conducive to a healthy environmental ethic. Arturo Gomez-Pompa and Andrea Kaus, 
“Taming the Wilderness Myth,” Bioscience 42, no. 4 (April 1992): 271-279; Raphael K. Didham, “Life after 
logging: Strategic Withdrawal from the Garden of Eden or Tactical Error for Wilderness Conservation?” Biotropica 
43, no. 4 (2011): 393-395. 

1222 Bahuguna, Tehri Dam Over Bhagirathi (Ganga). 
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within interactive groups also indicates a less exploitative state and a more revitalized 

society.1223 Thus, Mira Behn’s point was that wholesome, productive, self-governing 

communities with decentralization of industry and agriculture, and balanced distribution of labor 

and transport (with all the concomitant advantages of health, money, and contentment), can 

provide an all-important check on today’s mindless, dehumanizing growth of cities, curb the 

rural exodus, and improve the quality of life and the environment.1224  

Mira Behn’s ecological aesthetics teaches an integral philosophy of life that underscores 

the need for intentional practices surrounding our lives and activities that encourage us to 

reconsider the virtues of slowing down, to reflect, engage, and perform creatively rather than just 

go with speed and efficiency. This does not imply that the activities should be time consuming or 

tiresome, but should be amplifying the presence of time for one’s well being rather than take it 

away. When the focus shifts from standard of living to quality of life and the consumers become 

producers, there is more time for social relations and creative and reflective practices “congenial 

to the growth of individual intelligence of mind and spirit.”1225 Aesthetic experience in such a 

community encompasses both the natural and the cultural sphere, where village scientists and 

artisans engage in handcraft, artwork, appropriate technology etc. that influence the ecological 

and the social, blurring the boundaries between art and life, humans and nature, wildness and 

domesticity. This also implies that sustainability has to be seen from a long-term perspective, 

time dimensions that can holistically account for environmental protection, for survival of 

subsistence farming populations, as well as for general social progress. In the modern consumer 

1223 Shiv Vishwanathan, A Carnival for Science, 241. 
1224 Contemporary scholars have revealed faith in the community economy of the Gandhian inspiration 

acknowledging it can lead to fewer urban slums, healthier rural life, and lesser poverty, and hence capable of 
offering a solution to most intractable rural-urban problems. Daly and Cobb, For the Common Good, 166-168. 

1225 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony.” 
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society, where the delicate balance between wants and needs, craving and fulfillment are lost, 

which possesses little sense of any responsibility towards others and the environment, there is 

need for such an aesthetic that encourages us to think beyond material goods and to pay greater 

attention to the quality of life and our relations. Thus, Mira Behn maintained that creation of a 

“happy, healthy life in a stable economy which does not depend on continual [economic] 

‘growth’” need to adopt a simplified life based on decentralization and self-sufficiency, being 

aware of the ethical responsibility towards the needs of the other, whether humans, animal, or 

nature.1226 Such communities will not only check ecological degradation and ease the food 

problem but also “offer an outlet to disillusioned humans” by stemming the stunting and 

dehumanizing effect of the modern speed-ethos, of mechanization and automation on 

humankind.1227  

The experimental communities Mira Behn conceived were an alternative to an 

increasingly growth-based economic model. Yet, they were startlingly modern, enlightened, and 

transformative in that they were not only concerned with economic self-sufficiency, but also with 

the creation of an aesthetically and ethically motivated and ecologically conscious community, 

who can mobilize, participate in decision-making, and implement their choice of development. 

As a community artist who could imagine and picture from current reality a different and 

sustainable future, Mira Behn explored the role of aesthetics in her constructive program in 

which commitments to innovation and traditional/folk culture are wedded together. It was a 

vision that abets behavioral and aesthetic solutions to check the rising tide of urbanism and 

consumerism and for bringing people, land, and the community in dynamic relation of a 

sustainable economy.  

1226 Mira Behn, “A Suggestion: Experimental Areas for Bringing Human Beings and Nature into Durable 
Harmony.” 

1227 Mira Behn, “It Was All A Mistake,” Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
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Mira Behn’s work makes a difference because it asks us to recognize that we live in a 

world that is larger than just being a world of the humans, a world that is expressive of wonder, 

beauty, and mystery. Her thoughts present an integrated aesthetics of the environment that 

enhances human sensitivity to nature and inspires the practice of sustainable alternatives. 

Contrary to conventional scenic aesthetic or a narrow understanding of aesthetic as a theory of 

beauty, an aesthetic spirituality that Mira Behn imbibed invites renewed ways of being in the 

world, through perceptual and sensory awareness and of living in harmony with nature. Her love 

for created art of harmonic relationships with lines, colors, sound, and thought, and its place and 

role in everyday life, and the nature sensitivity expressed by the same, engenders an aesthetics 

that deepens our relations with the world. She effectively wedded her aesthetics to art and the 

social space, in the daily sphere of activities, one that include reciprocity and exchange between 

the natural, cultural, economic, and social environments. Her vision of a sustainable ecological 

community correlates European Romantic aesthetics and Western ecological science with the 

ethics of decentralization and a simple way of life in Gandhian thought furnishing a new 

political-economic dimension to our ethical relationship with nature that supports sustainability. 

This suggests that sustainability is more than a technical and ecologically valid activity. It is also 

a behavioral, aesthetic, and cultural challenge to transform our minds and sociopolitical practices 

for a more fulfilling life. 

 

6.3 The Environmental Philosophy of Sarala Behn: Ecology and Spirituality for Human-

Nature Harmony 

While Mira Behn formulated one of the earliest environmentalist agendas in India that 

highlighted the ecological constraints to industrialized agriculture, commercial forestry, and 
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unlimited economic growth, Sarala Behn, during her four decades of devoted work amidst the 

hill people of the Himalayas, pushed the question of ecological justice to the forefront of 

mountain discourse. However, in the history of Indian environmentalism, Sarala Behn’s name 

appears in the context of the Chipko Movement either as a mentor of the Sarvodaya social 

activists of Uttarakhand or as a protagonist of women’s education.1228 Her writings on 

environment, being mostly in Hindi, have also stymied wider readership and dissemination of 

her ecological thoughts in other provinces of India and to the world. Her only work in English, 

Revive Our Dying Planet, published in 1982, also did not receive much readership in the West 

perhaps due to a certain stiffness in the narrative but most likely because she and her work on 

environment was less known both within India and without. Yet, as Sarvodaya activist Man 

Singh Rawat affirmed, “the book presented [perhaps] for the first time, the subject of 

environmental ethics to Indian people. There was no such exhaustive study on the environment 

before.”1229 Given her unique pedagogical approaches to social uplift, women’s empowerment 

and ecological conservation that pioneered sustainable behavioral responses and fostered 

environmental consciousness amongst the hill people of Uttarakhand, Sarala Behn’s 

environmental philosophy deserves to be examined in detail.  

Another equally important aspect of Sarala Behn’s conservation ethic is that it 

instantiates an integration of various worldviews. Through her love for nature and the 

countryside, criticism of unrestrained economic industrialization and urbanization, and revolt 

against imperialism, social conventions, and religious dogmas, Sarala Behn revealed affinities 

1228 Shiva, Staying Alive, 70; Guha, How Much Should a Person Consume?, 178; J. Baird Callicott, Earth’s 
Insights: A Multicultural Survey of Ecological Ethics from the Mediterranean Basin to the Australian Outback 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Caliornia Press, 1994), 222. 

1229 Man Singh Rawat, interview by author, Kotdwar, April 5, 2011. Sarala Behn’s Revive Our Dying 
Planet is an English version of her earlier work on the environment in Hindi: Sanrakshan ya Vinash? [Conservation 
or Destruction] published in 1980.  
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that echo the thoughts of Mira Behn and of a quintessential European romantic culture. However, 

as one Sarvodaya worker put it, “Her constant search for new ideas and concepts and her 

endeavor to try them out was something unique.”1230 While Gandhi’s socioeconomic ideals, 

spiritual message of Vinoba Bhave, the works of Kumarappa and Schumacher inspired her, she 

also found insights from the works of psychoanalysts Theodore Roszak and Erich Fromm as well 

as those of progressive educationists and environmentalists of the West. However, Sarala Behn 

was more of a social activist and a revolutionary unlike the scholarly and artistically minded 

Mira Behn. Her environmental thinking had a unique conceptual foundation that integrates her 

spiritual reflections on nature with feminist insights, Gandhian village economics, and the 

science of ecology, articulated through her educational philosophy and her approach toward 

social equity and the empowerment of women. She wrote Revive Our Dying Planet inspired by 

the motive of reconciling and integrating ecological science and spirituality, nature and culture to 

highlight the role of constructive social work and ethics in promoting and enhancing human 

connection to the natural world.1231 This work, as she revealed, was “more or less a digest of 

modern Western and Indian thought on conservation (natural, cultural, and social).”1232 

In view of the above, I suggest that Sarala Behn brought a fresh and pragmatic dimension 

to the ideas and practice of environmental philosophy through her community education efforts 

and feminist practices for transformative social justice and ecological sustainability. Using both 

ecological and social psychological insights, she endeavored to bridge human-nature divides for 

a radical transformation of the whole self, involving an education of the mind and spirit as well 

as that of the society and the environment. In the first part of this section, I discuss Sarala Behn’s 

transformative pedagogical approach and her ideas on social justice and women’s empowerment 

1230 Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn – a tribute to,” in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 198. 
1231 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 9. 
1232 Sarala Behn to Ashishda, undated, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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as an alternative model of social change. The discussion reveals the ideas that helped shape and 

nurture a culturally contextualized feminist model for radical, egalitarian form of socio-political 

transformation in the hills of Uttarakhand. In the second part, I explore how Sarala Behn’s 

philosophy of nature and society constitutes a vital element to environmental conservation in her 

engagement and cultivation of positive psychological consequences to conservationist actions 

and sustainable behavior.  

 

6.3.1 Transforming the Self and Society: Integrated Education and Women’s Empowerment 

 
Real education is not limited to knowledge of the letters or of subject; its scope embraces the 
whole of life. Spiritual, physical, and productive developments are just as important as 
intellectual development. 
 
 

— Sarala Behn, “Musings on Lakshmi Ashram,” December 5, 1963.1233  
 

As explained in Chapter 4, the educational thoughts of Sarala Behn did not represent the ideas of 

Gandhi alone. Though she employed the basic framework of Nayi Talim in her educational 

experiment at Kausani, she was neither in thrall to a system to live by the letter of Gandhi’s 

thoughts nor to consider Nayi Talim as a fixed charter or a matter of orthodoxy. Instead, Sarala 

Behn effectively integrated the Gandhian perspective of education and visions of Gram Swaraj 

with her own Western liberal perspectives on freedom, independence, and equality to challenge 

the traditional civic educational project of modern India and constructed a progressive 

educational philosophy orientated to address the interests of the neglected women of rural India.  

The fundamental philosophical assumptions that have shaped conventional Western 

educational systems have continued to foster the split between fact and value, private and public, 

1233 My translation of Sarala Behn’s note in Tumhari hi Behnji, 144. 
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freedom and equality, science and morality, epistemic claims and religious/cultural concerns. 

These have rarely helped us deal with the crisis in our families, made us aware of the moral and 

civic responsibility to address the needs of the less advantaged in our communities, to work 

towards better civic culture and understanding, to fight corruption in society or to take active 

interest in the preservation of our environment.1234 Modern education, devoted to the god of 

economic utility and increasing specialization prepares people primarily for urban-based jobs in 

specific disciplines, inhibiting the interdisciplinary knowledge and cooperation needed to solve 

the complex problems of the real world. Here, Sarala Behn’s approaches have produced an 

effective and constructive critique of such education system in modern India that has practical, 

demonstrative value. 

Sarala Behn’s integrated philosophy of education was tailored to counter the alienations 

in human personality in a divided society through holistic and harmonious development of the 

personality, involving education of the head (intellect), the heart (moral and affective 

dimensions), and the hands (productive action). She found such ideas on education not only from 

Gandhi, but also in the work of other thinkers like Pestalozzi, the father of modern educational 

science, Goethe, and progressives such as Paul Geheeb, all of whom emphasized the need for 

harmony or balance between the development of the body and the soul. Rejecting the 

government curriculum and pedagogy Sarala Behn developed a practice-based pedagogy and 

transforming curricular that was “correlated through a basic productive craft and with the social 

and physical environment, improved on the best Western methods of modern education by 

introducing the realistic productive element.”1235 It combined scientific ways of knowing with 

village culture integrated into a seamless practice of meaningful work and community 

1234 Seyfi Kenan, “The Missing Dimension of Modern Education: Values Education,” Educational Sciences: 
Theory and Practice (December 1, 2009): 279-295. 

1235 Sarala Devi, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim,” Sobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.   
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relationships sustained over a long period. Thus, learning did not become a mere acquisition of 

textbook based skill and knowledge or atomized and disembodied thinking. It was a 

demonstrated ability to understand the local context (environmental and sociocultural) linking 

intersubjective learning, thinking, and knowing with direct labor-oriented practice. Such an 

embedded learning process is conceptually similar to what contemporary anthropologists of 

education, Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger have argued as a “situated social practice” or “situated 

learning.”1236 The latter is a conception of learning as an embodied, historically and culturally 

embedded participatory process situated within everyday “communities of practice” in and 

through which deeper transformations of understanding, subjectivities, and knowledge become 

possible. The educational program she employed displayed a feminist sensibility and an activist 

agenda informed by such embodied practice. It articulated a vision of social democracy based on 

community relationships and participation. It shaped and trained women’s subjectivities and 

local gender norms and became a transformative process of social change that could voice and 

translate a people’s vision of development. 

Klenk credits Sarala Behn for having created an alternative vision of feminist practice in 

India, but suggests that she shared certain similarities with British colonial feminists. She argues 

that like the British feminists, Sarala Behn considered it her “special responsibility to make the 

world better” and instead of those in her own society chose to work with the poor of India, whom 

she depicted as a “special burden” ostensibly in dire need of the West’s civilizing mission. 1237 

While I do not deny that Sarala Behn’s initial social reform work in India, viz. those against 

child marriage, for women’s education, and against purdah resemble those hegemonic reforms 

1236 Jean Lave, “Situated Learning in Communities of Practice,” in Perspectives on Socially Shared 
Cognition, ed. Lauren B. Resnick, John M Levine, and Stephanie D. Teasley (Washington: American Psychological 
Association, 1991), 67; Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 

1237 Klenk, Educating Activists, 41-42. 
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advocated by imperialist feminists and missionaries, I argue that it would be a mistake to 

interpret her motivations as representative of a colonial feminist discourse and practice.  

I maintain that Sarala Behn’s feminist leanings were more a product of her “opposition to 

wrong values” which was forged out of her formative experiences in her own society during the 

Great War where she became a victim of ethnic discrimination and prejudice (owing to her half-

German parentage). These trials and tribulations of her life turned her into a staunch protagonist 

for justice and equality. Decades before she met Gandhi, Sarala Behn was drawn to the universal 

precepts of truth and nonviolence which opened her eyes to justice for the oppressed and for the 

sake of which she rebelled against conventions of class, race, and creed. However, her eventual 

acquaintance with Gandhian ideals gave practical expression to her “passion for justice” by 

joining the Indians in their nonviolent struggle for home rule as well as by dedicating her life to 

constructive social work. In India, she evinced a strong faith in the power of women and stressed 

the necessity of their participation for social transformation. In doing so, she did not theorize 

based on notions of feminism of the western mold that failed to acknowledge feminism’s 

complicity in imperialist ideologies.1238 For instance, she rejected all Western privilege, her 

nationality and livelihood options offered by her state, lived with and worked amongst the poor, 

thus challenging race, class, creed, and gender boundaries both for herself and for her Indian 

counterparts.  

According to Sarala Behn, a key to the remedy of sociopolitical and economic problems 

besetting both East and West lies in Gandhi’s concept of education and village republics.1239 For 

1238 Historians have argued that the middle-class British feminists’ conventional reform activities were 
motivated by a Victorian and Edwardian feminist logic of justifying such reform for a more “civilized” kind of 
imperial rule. Antoinette Burton, Burdens of History: British Feminists, Indian Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865-
1915 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994). 

1239 Sarala Devi, “Our Revolutionary Century – A Rapid Glance at Material Conditions,” Shobha Vidyarthi 
Private Collection. 
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the attainment of the nonviolent society (Sarvodaya) that Gandhi conceived in his vision of Gram 

Swaraj, Sarala Behn adopted the constructive social reform of Basic Education in which girls 

would be trained to become community activists, work for social uplift, and establish Sarvodaya 

through Gram Swaraj. If Sarvodaya is to be attained it must be attained by all and for all, because 

the Gram Swaraj of Gandhi’s dream was not limited to the men or people from high castes or 

creed. As she remarked, “If we really want the good of everyone, if we want to attain true 

happiness for the entire village, then we just have to think from now, in what way and to what 

extent our rural sisters can participate in it.”1240 Thus, the primary objective of Sarala Behn’s 

educational program was to integrate women into the project of Gram Swaraj, and through that 

address the question of gender inequality and social welfare. Thus, while Sarala Behn drew from 

Gandhian feminist thought to emphasize the role of women in reconstructing society through 

direct public participation, her approach was a significant advance over Gandhi’s own version of 

the role of women in Gram Swaraj.  

Gandhi is acclaimed for his crusade against social conventions oppressive to women and 

his espousal of the cause of women’s emancipation as indispensable for the attainment of 

Swaraj. He advocated that women have equal role to play towards religious, political, and social 

amelioration without compromising their traditional roles and unique feminine traits. Feminist 

scholars often find themselves sitting uncomfortably with Gandhi. The typical argument leveled 

against Gandhi is that even when he endorsed that women and men should occupy 

“complementary” spheres in life, Gandhi imagined women in the ideal role of either virtuous 

mothers or unmarried sisters who dedicated their lives to the nationalist cause but who still 

1240 Sarala Devi, Gramswarajya mein abala nahin, sabala [In Gram Swaraj, women emerge strong, not 
weak], (Karnal: Gram Bhavana Prakashan, 2000), ii. 
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worked within patriarchy’s spheres of traditional domestic roles.1241 Gandhi is thus accused of 

“essentializing” traditionally conceived feminine qualities of sacrifice and self-suffering to 

utilize women for the service of the nationalist cause.1242 I argue that the feminist critic of 

Gandhi fails to understand Gandhi and through that, the significance of Sarala Behn’s approach 

to the empowerment of women. Objections of feminist scholars with the essentialist portrayal of 

women by Gandhi is elusive mainly because framing Gandhi within any definitive or static 

framework misses many deeper nuances of his hermeneutics that can be creatively employed to 

empower women in our sociopolitical life. 

It is important to understand that seeing women primarily in the light of domestic roles or 

duties does not imply that she has no right to take up political life if she wanted to. Writing to his 

Danish associate Esther Faering, Gandhi explained why he did not see that a sexual division of 

labor is always useful or required:  

[T]his utter helplessness on the man’s part when it comes to keeping a household in good 
order and a woman’s helplessness when it comes to be a matter of looking after herself 
more here than in the West are due to erroneous upbringing. Why should a man be so 
lazy as not to keep his house neat, if there is no woman looking after it, or why should a 
woman feel that she always needs a man protector? This anomaly seems to me to be due 
to the habit of regarding woman as fit for housekeeping…We are trying to create a 
different atmosphere at the Ashram…1243  
 

Moreover, though Gandhi insisted on women’s traditional virtues of nonviolence, self-suffering, 

and sacrificial spirit, he interpreted these qualities in a positive light and that too literally as 

courage, strength, and autonomy rather than in the orthodox Hindu symbolic sense of divine 

1241 Sujata Patel, “Construction and Reconstruction of Woman in Gandhi,” Economic and Political Weekly 
23, no. 8 (1988): 377-87; Madhu Kishwar, “Gandhi and Women,” Economic and Political Weekly 20, nos. 40 and 41 
(October 1985): 1691-1702 and 1973-58; Debali Mookerjea-Leonard, “To be pure or not to be: Gandhi, Women and 
the Partition of India,” Feminist Review 94, (2010): 38-54. 

1242 Ketu H. Katrak, “Indian Nationalism, Gandhian ‘Satyagraha,’ and Representation of Female 
Sexuality,” in Nationalism and Sexualities, ed. Andrew Parker, Mary Russo, Doris Sommer, and Patricia Yaeger 
(New York and London: Routledge, 1991), 398. 

1243 M.K. Gandhi to Esther Faering (Menon), July 18, 1932, in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi 
(June 16 – September 4, 1932), vol. 56 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 214, 
accessed March 16, 2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL056.PDF. 
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power (shakti).1244 He stressed that such qualities are essential forces urgently needed for all-

round human and social development. Gandhi was a feminist in that he wanted women to protest 

against oppression by asserting their own will and self-conscious agency and not by looking up 

to men for their own emancipation. He was a feminist in that he adopted and lived those virtues 

as his own, identified with women, embraced feminine pursuits such as spinning, cleaning, and 

nursing, thus crossing distinct gender boundaries and his own sexuality to challenge 

conventional gender constructions.1245 He was not an essentialist since he considered that man 

and a woman are both “a mixture of divine and brute qualities.” He stated that “a man should 

remain a man and yet should become a woman; similarly, a woman should remain a woman and 

yet become a man.”1246 This implies that both men and women should appreciate and actively 

cultivate the good qualities that they see in each other. Indeed, women in Gandhi’s eyes were 

seen partly as mothers of the human race and as nurturers but this view does not mean he viewed 

women only as mothers and caretakers.1247 Gandhi also did not make an exception to this 

philosophy to himself as we often discover his feminine or motherly self who did not like leaving 

“the cares of household in order to contemplate higher things” but instead “elevated the tasks of 

daily life to a holy discipline.”1248As one author rightly observes, Gandhi could be seen as one 

for whom “feminine” domestic habits and modes of behavior gained moral credibility and which 

was to be creatively “transposed into the public sphere and transformed into highly effective 

1244 Veena R. Howard, “Rethinking Gandhi’s Celibacy: Ascetic Power and Women’s Empowerment,” 
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 81, no. 1 (March 2013):149.  

1245 Ibid., 147. 
1246 Anand T. Hingorani and Ganga T. Hingorani, ed., The Encyclopedia of Gandhian Thoughts (New 

Delhi: All India Congress Committee, 1985), 209. 
1247 M.K. Gandhi, “Women and Their Work,” in Gandhi on Women, ed. Pushpa Joshi (Ahmedabad: 

Navjivan Publishing House, 1988), 317. 
1248 Phyllis Mack, “Feminine Behavior and Radical Action: Fransiscans, Quakers, and the Followers of 

Gandhi,” Signs 11, no.3 (Spring 1986): 457-77. 
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forms of activism by both women and men.”1249 Even Western feminists who could not agree 

with Gandhi on his take on women before have realized that Gandhi expands our understanding 

of how care as a moral imperative can function in the public sphere as a benevolent force of 

change to combat exploitation and injustice.1250 Gandhi’s adoption of the feminine ethic in his 

life and philosophy demonstrated that effective masculinity is compatible with a broad range of 

human qualities and hence, “male” and “female” are never strictly dichotomous categories but 

“open to great variations in cultural patterning.”1251 By setting women on equal terms with men 

and yet acknowledging their capacity for a feminine ethic of care, Gandhian hermeneutics 

integrated the spheres of personal, domestic activity with the rhythm of the wider social and 

political spheres of life. 

While Gandhi sought to change women’s psychological mindset of subservience to 

patriarchy motivating them to assert their moral agency and realize their freedom, he could not 

challenge patriarchy per se. One major shortcoming of Gandhi in this direction is that he did not 

see early the necessity of vocational equality of women in public life.1252 Sarala Behn 

appropriated Gandhi’s feminine moral thinking but constructed a creative political style of 

women’s empowerment that not only challenged patriarchy but also took Gandhian ideas to 

radical directions. She combined the Gandhian notion of Indian womanhood, which extols 

motherly virtues of self-sacrifice and traditional traits as nurturers or caregivers with the 

1249 Phyllis Mack, “Feminine Behavior and Radical Action,” 457-77. 
1250 Joseph Kupfer, “Gandhi and the Virtue of Care,” Hypatia 22, no. 3 (Summer 2007): 1-21. 
1251 Lloyd I. Rudolf and Susanna Hoeber Rudolf, Postmodern Gandhi and Other Essays (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2006), 224. 
1252 Gandhi significantly revised his position on women’s empowerment and patriarchy only in his later 

years when he vigorously advocated vocational equality of women. Howard (“Rethinking Gandhi’s Celibacy,” 
2013:157) cites how at the time of India’s Independence, Gandhi had made a remarkably progressive turn from his 
earlier views stating if he had his way, “the President of the Indian Republic will be a chaste and brave Bhangi 
[untouchable] girl.” M.K. Gandhi, “Speech at Prayer meeting,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (April 
30 – July 6, 1947), vol. 95 (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 347, accessed June 14, 
2012, http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL095.PDF. 
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progressive values and social ideals of equality, freedom, and strong sense of independence that 

characterizes Western social activist women. This combination created a model of womanhood 

for India that made women more indisputably visible in the public sphere than they were during 

Gandhi’s times. 

However, Sarala Behn found the feminist movement in the West (during her times) more 

as a struggle for equality with men not only in social, political, and economic field but also for 

sexual equality. This approach, she argued, might not always be a liberating stance. She 

considered that deliberate deviation, on principle, from traditionally accepted moral or sexual 

norms, as in the West, do not necessarily bring equality or lead to a more integrated society.1253 

Thus, while “Western women aspire to enter the public field in the same spirit as and on a par 

with men…under the guidance of Mahatma Gandhi the Indian women’s movement took root and 

has grown in an entirely different direction.”1254 In this model of women’s empowerment, 

women do not become competitors with men but “gain their supremacy in the society by doing 

their duty towards the society as a whole and trying to bring it to the right course.”1255 From the 

Bhoodan Movement to the Anti-alcoholism or Temperance movement, and the ecological 

movements in Uttarakhand, the basis of the growth of women’s movement in postcolonial India 

thus “has not been a struggle to demand for external and apparent political and economic 

freedom and equality. It has been a harmonious growth of cooperation between men and women 

for the mutual development of the powers of the heart to guide the head.”1256 Moreover, Sarala 

Behn defined the task of reforming society in this model not a responsibility merely of social 

workers but for the homemakers as well. She observed that the women through her maternal 

1253 Sarala Devi, “Women in a violent society,” Vigil 3, no. 8 (September 26, 1980): 6. 
1254 Sarala Devi, “Woman’s place in the world today,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
1255 Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn is 75,” Himalaya News Round-Up 4, no. 5 (May 1975): 20. 
1256 Sarala Devi, “Woman’s place in the world today.” 
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nature are regarded in Indian tradition as the “Creator and Preserver of the nation’s 

culture.”1257Yet, she saw there was a disturbing contrast in the cultural significance of women in 

Indian tradition and their lack of influence in society. Accordingly, she emphasized the need for 

women to exert their influence in society: 

We have bestowed upon womankind, the representative of the emotions and the feelings, 
responsibility for the home, while we have entrusted to men, representative of wisdom 
and the intellect, the social, economic, productive and political spheres. If occasionally in 
today’s set-up woman do enter these areas, then they too sadly make use of their intellect 
rather than their heart. …. If we want to bring about positive change for the better in the 
current situation, then we will have to bring about harmony of the intellect and the heart 
in every sphere of life…it is essential from the emotional and spiritual perspective that 
the influence of women increases in society.1258  
 

Determined to bring back the cultural influence of hill women, Sarala Behn helped build 

the self-confidence, self-reliance, ability to speak out against social, economic, and ecological 

injustice and thus brought out their critical democratic and formative agencies in transforming 

society. Rather than a Western feminist stand in emphasizing the victimization and domination 

of women by men in society, Sarala Behn focused on the cultural dynamics and called on the 

women to enlarge the cultural concept of motherhood, their moral and spiritual strength, beyond 

the immediate physical bounds of the family. She did not perceive such women as necessarily 

morally superior to men though she believed that they were carriers of particular morality 

differently expressed and that had universal scope and application. Culture was “the guide and 

pilot of civilization” she once wrote, since “it dictates the scale of all our social, political, and 

economic values.”1259 Divorce of the cultural values of the home, formulated by mother’s love, 

from the culturated values of society dictated by greed and selfishness, she noted, is the main 

cause of the alienation between people, society, and nature.  

1257 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 212. 
1258 Ibid. 
1259 Sarala Devi, “Gandhi and womanhood,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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Sarala Behn’s social experiment demonstrates how traditional feminine moral traits and 

qualities like love, compassion, humility, service before the self can be harnessed, developed, 

and employed effectively beyond the family to embrace whole of life, including the 

sociopolitical and economic aspects of the public sphere.1260 This extension of women’s power 

from service of family to the service and regeneration of society through constructive work in 

education had a transformative effect on the self and subjectivity of the women who became 

aware of their agency in changing the patriarchal conceptions of womanhood, domesticity, and 

stereotypical roles of rural women in Indian society. It interpreted feminine cultural ideas of 

selfless service, humility, and sacrifice in a different light to instill self-confidence and fight a 

false sense of inferiority that Indian rural women suffered. It awoke women’s consciousness 

against oppressive social norms such as class and caste distinctions and vicious social practices 

like the purdah and the dowry. It encouraged women to assert their agency in questioning wrong 

developmental policies and take part in movements like those against alcoholism and for the 

protection of their land, water, and forests. Instead of a naturally occurring oppressive obligation, 

such feminine cultural ideals grew voluntarily out of right education tailored to the needs and 

interests of women and were oriented to social uplift, emancipation, and empowerment. This 

shows that voluntary practices of humility, selfless service, and sacrifice can be liberating and 

transformative as it cultivates a space that connects the self with the needs and interests of the 

larger community. Relegating such virtues as fundamentally oppressive for the woman is itself 

non-liberating and essentialist in the sense that it refuses to see or appreciate alternative 

possibilities. 

In this way, evolved Gandhian responses offered an alternate feminist vision for social 

transformation, justice, and empowerment, accommodating and challenging both local gender 

1260 Sarala Devi, “Gandhi and womanhood,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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ideologies and the feminist discourse on women as “oppressed.” Educational training at Lakshmi 

Ashram taught women to situate themselves in their own culture and environment and work to 

develop it in their own ways from within to develop self-confidence (atmavishwas), a keen sense 

of independent objective thought and judgment (vichaar) to become self-sufficient (svabalambi). 

It is important to note that the women trained at Lakshmi Ashram were not only concerned about 

securing a livelihood but also about the overall development of their society that included health, 

education, environment, as well as their family and marital relations. Radha Behn affirmed that 

the primary contribution of Sarala Behn to improve the lives of women in the hills was her 

concept of svabalamban or self-sufficiency. She defined svabalamban, as an attempt to combine 

the inner dignity of the individual on one hand and on the other effective training for the basic 

needs of life on earth:   

To be self-sufficient (svabalambi), a woman must in the first place be able to cultivate 
and expand her inner qualities and virtues of strength and fearlessness. Svabalamban is 
not about gaining economic independence or opening a big business here and there, but it 
highlights the significance of personal integrity of one’s character along with the 
solidarity one experiences in the community or society through the practice of 
interdependence (parasparalamban), mutual support, and cooperation (sahayog)with the 
community.1261  

 

Sarala Behn conceived the philosophy of svabalamban as the basis of an empowered 

byakti (self), samaaj (society), and rashtra (nation). This formed the crux of social solidarity and 

community development in rural Uttarakhand. Radha Behn explained how:   

As a teacher, Sarala Behn used to tell us that there are several levels or degrees of 
svabalamban: personal, interpersonal, societal, and national and each is important as the 
other. But we must begin with the first, i.e. the question of personal svabalamban. This 
implies whether I can wash my own clothes, cook my own food, do my own dishes, earn 
my own living etc. …this is not limited to personal chores or activities but also pertains 
to their character and their ability of critical and open-minded free thinking and judgment 
(vichaar)… All this is vitally present amongst students of Lakshmi Ashram. Along with 
their intellectual and behavioral development, the girls here learn to do their own work 

1261 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, May 22, 2011. 
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and gain personal svabalamban. But, complete svabalamban is impossible because 
humans cannot live in an isolated world. Society is interdependent. So we need 
parasparalamban too, which is really humanitarian interdependence… Human society 
has become such today that rich people keep servants at home for doing their household 
work, but when they [the servants] fall ill or are in trouble, they will not do seva (selfless 
service or care) for the sick. For Sarala Behn there was no feeling of separation, no 
hierarchy, no place for superiority, inferiority, or greatness anywhere in caring for others. 
It was such that if I had typhoid, she would bring me to her room and do personal seva 
for me. So, you must understand, it is not that I sit here on a pedestal and you below, and 
I give you a thousand rupees for your seva believing this is parasparalamban. No, it does 
not work that way.… 
 
Then you have svabalamban of the society, which is really village svabalamban, or Gram 
Swaraj. [It raises questions like] how many things can a village community produce all 
by itself? How much employment can it generate for its own population? To what extent 
can it run its own economy? To what extent can a village arrange for its own social 
security? Should the villagers count on the police force of central government or should 
they responsibly come forward to take care of their own security? …. 
 

 
Sarala Behn used to say that the nation should also be svabalambi.1262 But today, even 
after sixty-five years of the British leaving India, we are not svabalambi. Our nation has 
managed to run into huge debt owing to dependence on foreign loans. How much debt 
has accrued per capita over the years! If only we had built our nation based on our own 
people, strength, and resources, then it could have been a svabalambi nation…. But 
without availing proper investment and utilization of our own resources we chose to 
depend on other nations, and so the nation has become dependent on others 
(paravalambi).1263 

 

Radha Behn stressed that the personal svabalamban that girls learnt at Lakshmi Ashram 

were correlated to the social and relational dimension through interdependence 

(parasparalamban) implying collective living and relationship with others, social work in the 

villages (for Gram Swaraj), as well as work in the larger regional or national context, like the 

Bhoodan Movement. Such education led to marked shifts in subjectivities redefining and 

bolstering the students’ own sense of independence and meaning of life. Radha Behn who was a 

brilliant student, loved reading, and aspired for higher formal education, was not initially happy 

1262 A svabalambi nation implies that a nation should not depend on others for its necessities, implying that 
though it should be not autarkical, it should be self-sufficient in meeting primary necessities. 

1263 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, May 22, 2011. 
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with Sarala Behn’s arrangement of Basic Education. However, her opinion changed as she 

realized she could learn so much more than just reading books, from her participation in social 

welfare activities that brought her into direct contact with people and places. Her own sense of 

self shifted and she found concrete meaning in serving rural communities and working for their 

development and uplift, devoting herself to social welfare or samaaj seva. Similarly, Vimla 

Behn’s educational training led her to conduct exemplary social work helping landless laborers 

in the Bhoodan Movement, which shifted her own self-consciousness from a rural woman bound 

by societal restrictions to a responsible citizen working for the betterment of all humanity.1264 

Vimla Behn emphasized the significance of the educational program at Lakshmi Ashram 

in creating progressive citizenship by building self-confidence (atmavishwas):  

The basic idea behind Gandhiji’s Nayi Talim was the need for a balance between sharir 
shram (physical labor) and boudhik shram (intellectual labor). But, English education has 
only made us become clerks and secretaries. So, this education system has only made us 
slaves of others and of ourselves. In the pursuit of such education, humans have forgotten 
their selves. There is a saying in our culture: Atma deepo bhava (light thy own light). The 
basic meaning is that education must be such that it will fill one with inner light and 
atmavishwas, so that wherever one goes one can eke out a living on one’s own or face 
any situation in life with dignity and confidence. But the so called English education has 
made us into slaves, it has not built courage and self-confidence in people. It teaches us 
that if one does not have a job one has nothing!1265 

 

She further stressed that institutional education creates dominant groups and class differences by 

valuing intellectual work more than vocational training pursued by the lower classes. She 

continued, stating that Gandhian thought on Basic Education and Sarvodaya in the manner 

presented by Sarala Behn articulates a practical formula for a transformative and egalitarian 

society for all: 

Human beings are not created based on class and labor that some people will be doing 
manual work only and some will be doing intellectual work. … Society and social system 

1264 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, March 19, 2011. 
1265 Ibid. 
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and structure have created this problem of difference, division, and discrimination. Now 
the educational system based on such discriminatory outlook feeds the faulted logic that 
some people would do manual body labor and others would sit on armchairs and do 
intellectual work. The result of this kind of education system is that those who are 
undergoing intellectual development are getting jobs and considered as better compared 
to those who are doing manual labor. Gandhiji on the other hand wanted to uplift the last 
man [the most downtrodden] and change this humiliating hierarchy through a new 
education system where intellectual growth and development of physical labor or skills 
will flow together as a united confluence. When our education system supports such a 
balanced approach, only then can we help build an ideal society that is based on equity 
and justice for all. If there is no balance between these two then poverty cannot be 
eradicated from India. Moreover, without this balance, everyone cannot be educated, 
which is the goal of a democratic society. A society that is samtamulak (equitable), 
soshanmukt (exploitation free), and bargbihin (classless) can support true democracy and 
it can emerge only when sharir shram (body labor) supplements our education.1266 

 

The picture of an equitable society that emerges in the above vision, does not translate 

into assimilation and the obliteration of individuality and diversity of culture, but encourages the 

dissolution of oppressive barriers or mainstream practices inimical to democracy such as those of 

language, caste, race, creed, and gender. Sarala Behn’s educational vision though focused on the 

progress of the highland communities, was based on the fundamental relationship she believed to 

exist between democratic life and education that leads to the good society of Sarvodaya. Her 

philosophy of education illustrates that democracy is not merely about political procedures and 

mechanisms, but a way of life of the individual in relationship to society. Experiments with 

Basic Education at Lakshmi Ashram created a synthesis of the individual interests with those of 

the community, stressing their interdependence rather than separation. This was a practical 

attempt to counter the problems engendered by the mechanistic and positivistic worldviews of a 

business-oriented, competitive, divisive, and centralized modern education system and formal 

representative democracy. Education in a functional democracy as opposed to a formal, argued 

Sarala Behn, should serve as a unifying social factor when imparted through correlation and 

1266 Vimla Behn (Vimla Bahuguna), interview by author, Dehradun, March 19, 2011. 
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practical experience in craft or through the social and natural environment.1267 Life in the 

community for each child will then become an education for lived and experiential democracy, a 

source of personality development, and an appreciation of the intrinsic human values and 

relationships. Democracy in this sense applies not merely to the political, but also to the social 

and economic spheres. Unlike Rousseau’s argument in Emile, educators must choose between 

the “two contrary forms” of education, the private which makes children into men [sic], and the 

public which makes them into citizens and stated different goals and ideals for individuals and 

the citizen, Sarala Behn aimed to suture the two.1268  

Sarala Behn’s educational philosophy carries much significance and resonance for 

contemporary western readers as it does to those in India. Instead of just based on a Gandhian 

discourse, her educational ideas were much more broad in scope and significance. For instance, 

in Chapter 4, I pointed out Sarala Behn’s familiarity with the progressive education movement of 

the West and her employment of specific progressive pedagogies such as the Dalton Plan and the 

Project Method. Thus, the philosophical framework of Sarala Behn’s social thought on education 

maintained a strong parallel with the progressives, especially because of her emphasis on a 

“dynamic social education” for a functional democracy, which bridged the divides between 

citizenship, democracy, and education.1269 Here, her ideas echo a Deweyan “social conception of 

democracy.”1270 The latter evinces an education system that plays a key role in the creation of an 

informed, critical, and transformative citizenry who would actively engage in the processes of 

social and political transformation. In addition to such ideas, Sarala Behn, like Gandhi, upheld 

1267 Sarala Devi, “The progressive task of Nayi Talim” ; Sarala Devi, “A Practical Strategy Towards 
Conservation and Decentralized Responsibility,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

1268 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile (On Education), trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979).  
1269 Sarala Devi, “The Progressive Task of Nayi Talim.” 
1270 Patrick M. Jenlink, “Dewey’s Legacy for Democratic Education and Leadership,” Dewey’s Democracy 

and Education Revisited, ed. Patrick M. Jenlink (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Education, 2009), 23. 
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the centrality of everyday body labor in education, thus placing such education in direct 

connection to the land and its people. I also argue that Sarala Behn’s perspective on education 

for a functional democracy not only offers a corrective to the problems of traditional liberal 

concept of democracy but also an alternative through a feminist model of reform. Feminists have 

pointed out how the gendered notions of citizenship created by liberal democracy sustain an 

education which through its rigid curriculum, epistemological constructs, and teaching methods 

restricts women’s sociopolitical agency through division and hierarchy. Sarala Behn created a 

new empowered citizenship through her transformative pedagogy in which women extend their 

capacity of loving service from the domestic to the social, political, and economic spheres. This 

extension of the logic of human solidarity to the village or the neighborhood merges citizenship, 

public service, and education inspired and informed by a feminist democratic vision. The idea 

bears strong resonance with the feminist social democracy of Jane Addams who argued for an 

expanded vision of democracy in which women move into the wider social world balancing their 

“family claims” with the larger “social claims” of responsible human action by serving the 

neighborhood, communities, and the state.1271 Since Sarala Behn was making similar points 

about a feminist democratic vision and since like Addams, (whose work is receiving increasing 

scholarly attention in the West)1272 she was fairly well-known as a social reformer and 

educationist in her own country of work, there exists significant room for wider dissemination, 

1271 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Jane Addams and the Dream of American Democracy (New York: Basic Books, 
2002), 89- 118. It is interesting to note that Addams was also a friend and admirer of Gandhi and her vision of 
democracy and community empowerment drew on the concept of nonviolence and moral and spiritual ideals of 
Gandhi.  Mary Jo Deegan, “Jane Addams on Citizenship in a Democracy,” Journal of Classical Sociology 10, no. 3 
(2010), 228. 

1272 Mary Jo Deegan, Jane Addams and the Men of the Chicago School, 1892-1918 (New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 1988); James Livingston, Pragmatism, Feminism and Democracy: Rethinking the Politics of 
American History (New York: Routledge, 2001); Jean B. Elshtain, Jane Addams and the Dream of American 
Democracy (New York: Basic Books, 2002);  Louise W. Knight, Citizen: Jane Addams and the Struggle for 
Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Louise W. Knight, Jane Addams: Spirit in Action (New 
York: WW Norton & Company, 2010). 
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discussion, and influence of her ideas in West. In addition, Sarala Behn integrated her feminist 

pedagogic discourse with a profound consciousness for ecological conservation, which expands 

the relevance of her thought and work globally.  

However, both Gandhian and the progressive school of thought are incomplete without 

teachers who can actively relate their experiences and interests to the particular as well as the 

larger whole.1273 Sarala Behn realized this need and her demonstrative work in Basic Education 

introduced global concepts through local lenses broadening the sphere of human relations from 

the personal to the community, the national and the global. She revealed how the process of 

participative learning and sustained commitment in the ashram’s way of life transformed one’s 

personality and instilled active interest in the women to strive for common and universal goals of 

social and ecological justice, duty and citizenship, and a democratic community. Such 

transformation evidently bridged the gap between knowledge and conduct in shaping human 

personality by combining learning and activities that are directed towards a social aim.  

To sum up, the real significance of Sarala Behn’s integrated education was in the way it 

built new capacities for creative action through self-sufficiency – personal, relational, and 

societal. In this educational project of self and social transformation, the fashioning of the self 

took place through the training of consciousness or subjectivities and through meaningful 

participation in transforming one’s own society. It helped create awareness to fight the liabilities 

of existing rural labor and brain drain from the hills propagated by the government education and 

the urban-industrial processes. Lakshmi Ashram graduates recalled how such education helped 

them learn to be self-sufficient and take responsibility for hill people and the environment.1274 

They also affirm the practical relevance of this kind of interdisciplinary education today for 

1273 Eugene P. Link, “John Dewey and Mohandas K. Gandhi as Educational Thinkers,” Comparative 
Education Review 5, no. 3 (February 1962), 214. 

1274 Daya Behn (Daya Mishra), interview by author, Garur, April 19, 2011, 
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complete personality development to help foster the much-needed consciousness and 

responsibility towards the natural, social, and cultural environment.1275 The lesson to take from 

Sarala Behn’s social feminist pedagogy is that it is possible to create empowered self and 

democratic communities amongst marginalized groups without the paternalism and interference 

of centralized government or state control and institutional education. It also underscores the 

significance of decentralized education as an embedded participatory practice as opposed to 

habitual cognitive learning processes and epistemic practices communicated by “experts” that 

are didactic, mechanical, commoditized, and alienating for the self and the society.  

 

6.3.2 Practical Spirituality and Human-Nature Harmony 

[Humans] can no longer live [their lives] for [the self] alone. We realize that all life is 
valuable and that we are united to all this life. From this knowledge comes our spiritual 
relationship with the universe. 
 

— Sarala Behn.  
 

 In this section, I explain Sarala Behn’s environmental philosophy through her concept of 

“practical spirituality” which, I argue, serves the ethical foundation for a harmonious existence 

with nature. I suggest that her environmental ideas point towards a necessary psychological basis 

of human relatedness to the world that can overcome human alienation and motivate people to 

take ecologically responsible actions. I also defend the view that it was not only Gandhian ideals 

which inspired her thoughts on the environment but also ethical, spiritual, and psychological 

concepts of thinkers from both East and West. Thus, her environmental philosophy was 

integrative, interdisciplinary, and dialogic having maintained a profound link with both Indian 

and global ideas.  

1275 Divya Behn (Divya Bhatt), interview by author, Almora, May 24, 2011; Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), 
interview by author, Kausani, May 22, 2011. 
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The significance of Sarala Behn’s environmental philosophy is the way she integrated 

scientific perspectives on nature with a spiritualized vision. According to Sarala Behn, 

“Ecological conservation is basically a spiritual question of universal unity.”1276 The underlying 

metaphysical implications for such a view of nature does not imply any particular sense of 

religious worldview but denotes a unique combination of a scientific sense of the world and the 

deep mystery that it purports. Sarala Behn did not believe in God as a separate deity who can be 

related to us as a person or an entity, but as an impersonal force governing the universe and 

without which life on earth is impossible.1277 In a response letter to a non-believer regarding the 

question of religion Sarala Behn made herself quite clear about her thoughts on this subject. She 

wrote, “I feel that there is a supreme force controlling the universe, you may call it law, gravity, 

God, or whatever you choose, but it is a force for synthesis which we should try to understand 

and follow through the working of nature’s laws.”1278 Sarala Behn saw spirituality in the 

common context of human self-knowing in relation to each other and the cosmos, the context in 

which humankind emerges as an integral part of that whole which constitutes the universe and 

within which all questions about life are resolved.1279 Her spirituality was thus tempered by a 

strong sense of practicality and love for humanity where faith was not bound to theoretical 

abstractions or theological exegesis, but oriented to address “current personal, national and 

international questions.”1280 Thus, she advocated a “practical spirituality,” which implies that 

scientific knowledge when applied to our world ought to lead to the practical realization of the 

unity and interdependence between human beings, nature, and all living beings.  

1276 Sarala Devi to Shri Salim Ali, undated, Sarala Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 
New Delhi 

1277 Sadan Mishra, interview by author, Garur, April 18, 2011. 
1278 Sarala Devi to Shri Tejpal, February 9, 1977, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.   
1279 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 128. 
1280Sarala Devi, “Sarvodaya – A Possible Synthesis Between the Quaker Witness and Communism,” Shobha 

Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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This concept of practical spirituality tempered her non-orthodox and rationalist 

interpretations of Indian spiritual practices and philosophy. Even while affirming Bhave’s 

interpretations of Vedanta, such as the synthesis of self-knowledge (atmagyan), the realization of 

oneness or unity with all things and science (vigyan), she was careful to avoid exclusive 

appropriation of esoteric Indian philosophy not widely shared and which lacked practical 

orientation in life. What she did emphasize was the sense of unity with and belonging to the 

whole of creation, rather than a psychic merging of the self with the larger whole.1281 Practically, 

such unity was communicated by living contact and experience between humans and nonhuman 

nature and realizable through the language of love as an integral force for reconnecting to one 

another.1282  Moreover, through her individual scholarship, Sarala Behn discovered similar 

spiritual and ethical approaches amongst forward thinking Western scientists and philosophers. 

She stressed the ethical content of their thought as the bridge that connects the seeming gulfs 

between human beings, society, and nature. Thus, in Carl Jung’s psychology of religion, literary 

critic and religious thinker Hugh L’Anson Fausset’s Fruits of Silence, and Christian theologian 

Paul Tillich’s The New Being, she found reflections of the universal message of love, as “the 

ultimate power of union, the ultimate victory over separation. Being united with it enables us to 

stand above life in the midst of life.”1283  

Humanist and democratic ideals formed the substantial background of Sarala Behn’s 

practical spirituality. She aimed to emancipate the ethics of religion from the rigid bounds of 

cult, sect, or class. She promoted social relations of cooperation, communication, and solidarity 

or spiritual unity of humanity. “Every religion,” she said, “consists of two parts, one adumbrating 

1281 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 125. 
1282 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 123. 
1283 Sarala Devi, “The Love of Power or the Power of Love,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. Here 

Sarala Behn quotes from Paul Tillich’s The New Being (New York: Scribner, 1955), 58. 
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the eternal truths and the other adumbrating a mode of conduct useful to the current social 

structure.”1284 Sarala Behn advocated “an appreciation and revival of the eternal values 

underlying all religions” that can instill love and compassion among all. The essential moral and 

practical lessons of the various religions of the world, she stressed “emphasize the social duties 

and the elimination of the personal motive as the main road to spiritual growth.” Thus, her goal 

was to attain “through all faiths, confirmation of … a ‘new-old’ principle, a universal vision of 

life, spiritually, intellectually, and emotionally satisfying” and suited to the local people’s way of 

life.”1285 Instead of developing a static metaphysics of essences or a universal ethic as the highest 

common denominator of all religions, Sarala Behn, through her vision of “practical spirituality,” 

endeavored to extricate spiritual notions from the private and the arcane to give it a powerful, 

expanded, and inclusive, social and political dimension. The practical, rationalistic dimension of 

her spirituality focused on bringing positive social change rather than merely addressing personal 

or individual problems.  

Similarly, Sarala Behn had a conception of humanistic science based on love and selfless 

service and rejected a value-free, deterministic, and decontextualized science that leads to power, 

authority, atomistic individuality, and selfishness. She asserted that human relationship with the 

natural environment depends on fostering mutual growth of humanistic science and practical 

spirituality.1286 In this regard, science can be employed to understand and cooperate more 

intimately with nature and natural processes to maintain and increase her powers of fertility, 

which demands a spiritual and emotional connection and interdependence with the land.1287 

1284 Sarala Behen (Behn), “The True Function of Education in the Community,” Bhoodan (January 28, 
1961), 325. 

1285 Sarala Behn, A Life in Two Worlds, 279-280. 
1286 Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn is Seventy-Five,” 20. 
1287 Sarala Devi, Forest Eco-System and Rural Development Programme, Shobha Vidyarthi Private 

Collection. 
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Welding the philosophy of Sarvodaya to insights from newly emergent science of ecology and 

the cultural creations inspired by the land and its people, Sarala Behn conceived a society where 

scientific discovery and development are directed for the benefit not of a few, but for all of 

humanity and nature.1288 The challenge of our times therefore, is to bring back the values of love, 

care, altruism and self-sacrifice, which remains confined to the individual and family life, into 

“public life, in the fields of politics, economics, production and social values.”1289  

One major feature of Sarala Behn’s environmental philosophy is her holistic and organic 

view of “the environment” that includes the physical, social, cultural, economic, as well as the 

ethical environments, and her efforts to go beyond particular disciplines and concepts in 

understanding the same. Although she began writing about conservation issues around the mid-

seventies, her integrative thoughts on environment developed as a philosophical process in her 

life not confined to the influence of any one person or period. As she expressed 

The germ of what I have written perhaps developed intuitively in my mind from child-
hood surroundings and experiences which were later confirmed by independent 
observation and subsequently by affectionate contact with such great souls as Gandhi and 
Vinoba. Subsequent reading has further confirmed that this child-hood intuition was a 
truth, which is now being experienced and confirmed by independent minded specialists 
and philosophers throughout the world, but cannot easily be realized by hide-bound and 
blinkered specialists, who tend to see not the whole in its entirety but a part in 
isolation.1290 

 

Her application of this integrative perspective, inspired from her own experiences and her 

reading of emerging global literature on the environment, to the Gandhian idea of Gram Swaraj, 

significantly broadened its epistemic and ethical base. Sarala Behn interpreted the ecological 

implications of Gandhi’s village economics from her reading of Pyarelal Nayyar’s “Towards 

1288 Sarala Devi, “Is the Age of Science Scientific?” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
1289 Sarala Devi, “The Possibilities of Self-Supporting Village Republic as an Antidote to the Atomic 

Strife,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
1290 Sarala Devi to Salim Ali, 1980, Sarala Behn Papers, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi. 
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New Horizons,” an excerpt from the ten-volume Mahatma Gandhi: The Last Phase. Nayyar had 

brought to light Gandhi’s prophetic message to the world: “Earth provides enough to satisfy 

every man’s [sic] need but not for every man’s [sic] greed.”1291 The Gandhian economy of Gram 

Swaraj, Nayyar explained, was based on cooperation with nature’s life cycle to maintain a 

“balance” or a symbiotic relationship between human, animal, and plant life on which depends 

the health of the land and human society. Thus, “disharmony in nature is only a part of the 

disharmony within our own being. … To eradicate it, we have to restore the balance between 

material and the spiritual.”1292 Sarala Behn added new meaning to the constructive program of 

Gandhi arguing that it offers a central place to conservation issues not recognized widely, and 

which considers environment as a whole including i.e. the physical, social, as well as the cultural 

aspects of the environment.1293 She posited that the movement for the protection of the 

environment and the organization of a nonviolent society were the necessary corollaries of 

Gandhi’s original stand based on Hind Swaraj, and hence, without addressing environmental 

conservation “the Gandhian approach will have no meaning.”1294 In this way, Sarala Behn 

brought the ecological implications of Gandhi’s Gram Swaraj to the forefront of public attention, 

which culminated in the Chipko: 

The Bharat [India] of Gandhiji’s dreams was a decentralized country flourishing through 
the welfare of its villages. The welfare of the villages is dependent firstly on stability in 
climate and soil fertility and secondly on the development of subsidiary village and 
cottage industries on a large-scale.1295 

 

1291 Pyarelal Nayyar, Mahatma Gandhi – The Last Phase, vol. 10 (Ahmedabad: Navjivan Publishing 
House, 1958), 552. 

1292 Ibid., 560. 
1293 Sarala Devi to Hidayatullaji, September 10, 1980, in Sarala Behn: smriti grantha, 311. 
1294 Sarala Devi to Radha Krishna, Secretary, Gandhi Peace Foundation, August 14, 1979, Shobha 

Vidyarthi Private Collection. Devendra Kumar, “Sarala Behn is Seventy-Five,” 21. 
1295 Sarala Devi to Imazi Mohiuddin Mahomad, Minister of Forests, Uttar Pradesh, May 23, 1979, Shobha 

Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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The Gandhian legacy of Chipko thus does not exist as a label, dull and stereotyped, a frozen and 

irrevocable ideology, that stays in the abstract. Sarala Behn formulated a reconstructed, dynamic 

vision of the modern Gandhian society in the changing grammar of concreteness of life and ideas 

that shaped the Chipko as it progressed.  

While integrating Gandhian economic thought with globally circulating environmental 

insights, Sarala Behn also drew attention to Schumacher’s point that economic progress could be 

healthy only “up to a point” of sufficiency, beyond which it becomes unsustainable.1296 Progress 

in Schumacher’s humanistic economics is defined in terms of understanding and respecting 

“limit” or “sufficiency,” a Gandhian-Kumarappan economic injunction, which steers away from 

an economics of either “misery” or “surfeit.”1297 Sarala Behn’s environmental thinking 

inculcated such a need for understanding and implementing the practical meaning of the ethics of 

sufficiency. She remarked that the ecological issue is not a question about “who is responsible 

for this exploitation, rich or poor, but it is a question of lifestyles. What do we consider our 

needs? Do we consider increased artificial consumption as the summum bonum of the good life? 

Or are we contended with the concept of ‘sufficient?’”1298 The environmental imbroglio thus 

leaves us with only two options, the choice between short-term “exploitation of nature for an 

artificially organized ‘high standard of living’ or aiding and enhancing the natural processes for 

long-term cooperation with and conservation of nature for a ‘high standard of life.’”1299 She 

argued that the social system must be tailored to support and develop a lifestyle that is based on 

the ethics of “sufficiency.”1300 Non-possession or non-hoarding, a Gandhian injunction, therefore 

1296 E.F. Schumacher, “Economics of Materialism,” Bhoodan 4, no. 28 (Nov 4, 1959): 219. 
1297 Mankumar Sen, “Schumacher and his approach to Economics,” Bhoodan (Nov 10, 1962): 231. 
1298 Sarala Devi, “The message of the Environment,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (May 1981): 20. 
1299 Sarala Devi, “Should the Third World Import ‘Killer’ Industries?,” Vigil (Mar 27, 1981): 11; Sarala 

Devi to Iain Kirkaldy, ca. 1975-80, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
1300 Sarala Devi, “The Message of the Environment,” Vigil 3, no. 28 (February 20, 1981), 6. 
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becomes an ethical imperative not merely in one’s life, or in one’s family, but also in society 

including every organization as well as the government.1301 Whereas Schumacher’s Small is 

Beautiful1302 evidently celebrates religious thinking in particular that of Buddhism as a way 

forward to a change in lifestyle, Sarala Behn, through her educational philosophy created the 

necessary psychological basis for an attitudinal change prompting environmental conservation. 

Simplicity of living was a self-consciously and freely chosen ideal and goal of work at Lakshmi 

Ashram and for the Sarvodaya workers, not followed as a rule or a tenet but as a way of life 

conducive to personal and overall human development and happiness. 

The environmental crisis, affirmed Sarala Behn, “is a mirror showing us what we 

are.”1303 As a philosophical issue “environmental problems begin in the minds of men, and it is 

in the minds of men that we must lay the foundation, primarily intellectual and moral, of a truly 

human environment.”1304 She emphasized that human social and ecological problems emerge 

because of disharmony or “mutual maladjustment arising from a wrong set of values and the 

sense of separatedness resulting from this.”1305 Responsive engagement with the environment, 

she argued, is fundamentally dependent on the extent to which we feel as part of the 

environment, not just intellectually or scientifically, but emotionally or spiritually.1306 Thus, she 

aimed to understand the ecological crisis from the human socio-psychological perspective to find 

solutions through constructive changes in ways we think, feel, and behave to promote human-

nature harmony. Through her educational and social reform work, she sought to transform the 

1301 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, May 22, 2011. 
1302 E.F. Schumacher, Small is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered. New York: Perennial Library, 

1975. 
1303 Sarala Devi, “The Message of the Environment,” Himalaya: Man and Nature (May 1981), 23. 
1304 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 9. 
1305 Ibid., 2. 
1306 Sarala Devi to the Editor of Indian Express, December 13, 1979, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
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individual’s life and psyche or the relationship between attitude and behavior, as well as the 

social, human, physical, and ideational environment.  

Sarala Behn’s vision of an ecologically responsive self reveals an organicist or animate 

concept of nature, which makes a compelling argument for humankind’s profound 

interrelatedness with the nonhuman world and an empathic understanding of and relationship 

with nature. The land, Sarala Behn conceived as “an organism, a living entity, with organs and 

functions which react and interact according to definite constant laws.”1307 This 

dialectical/ecological ontology forms the basis of her envisioning mountains, forests, or the sea 

as the epidermis of the landscape, the wind and weather its breath, and the rivers and water 

bodies its inner circulatory system.1308 This living, sentient earth, she maintained, does not only 

generate food for our material sustenance, but the beauty, diversity, and wonder that it reveals 

also gives humankind necessary spiritual and/or psychological sustenance. Thus she exhorted the 

need to understand forests as land cover by appreciating its inhabitants, nature, and processes 

“that point out one’s own place in and relation to it,” because “if land is abused, misused, spoilt 

and wasted, its inhabitants ultimately suffer too, physically, socially, culturally.”1309 Therefore, 

taking care of the health of the land, implies taking care of our material and spiritual and/or 

psychological health and well-being. 

Radha Behn asserted that though Sarala Behn did not express that she saw God or 

Divinity in all of nature she had the ability to perceive and feel nature as living, as continuous 

with all life, extended beyond the confines of animate nature to include both alert and inert 

nature as alive. This highlights the emotional character of Sarala Behn’s ethical stance toward 

1307 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 63. 
1308 Ibid. 
1309 Sarala Devi to Iain Kirkaldy-Willis, May 7, 1980, Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

446 

                                                 



 
 

nature. Radha Behn gave the following account of her teacher’s splanchnic reactions to the 

devastation and defacement of mountains caused by reckless road-building activities:  

She expressed deep sorrow and pain exclaiming how the body of the mountain is now 
wounded and how the loosened stone, soil, and rubble flowing downhill are but its own 
skin, flesh, and blood. Such empathy, sensitivity, and compassion for nature and seeing 
life amidst what we dismiss as only “dead matter” are rarely encountered, even here 
among people in the hills.1310 

 

The above quote evinces the essence of the moral-spiritual motto of Sarala Behn: “Feel the 

sufferings of others as if they were your own,”1311 which predisposes an equal empathic regard 

for all: humans, animals, or inanimate nature. This psychological approach reclaims our 

emotional bond with the earth and urges us to think how healing the relationship between self 

and the other, nature and culture can contribute towards an altered vision of society.  

Sarala Behn’s understanding of the ecological crisis as directly linked to human behavior, 

and traced to psychological origins, resonates with modern ecopsychology, an intellectual and 

social movement seeking to understand and heal human relationship with the Earth.1312 In 

demonstrating that psychological and emotional relationship with the environment can inspire a 

more harmonious way of relating people to nature, I suggest, Sarala Behn employed and 

expanded modern ecopsychological principles. For instance, she frequently referred to the works 

of psychoanalysts Theodore Roszak and Erich Fromm in her concept of human-nature harmony. 

Roszak emphasized the personhood of humans or a unique conception of self as opposed to 

individuality. He held that the plight of the person and the planet are one and indivisible in an 

increasingly technocratic and industrial society. Sarala Behn upheld Roszak’s argument that if 

1310 Radha Behn (Radha Bhatt), interview by author, Kausani, April 21, 2011. 
1311 “Remembering Mira Behn and Sarala Behn,” Himalaya Man and Nature (July 1993), 2. 
1312 Mary Gomes, “Ecopsychology and Social Transformation,” Re-Vision 20, no. 4 (Spring 1998), 7; 

Roger Walsh, “Psychology and Human Survival: Psychological Approaches to Contemporary Global Threats,” in 
Psychology and Social Responsibility: Facing Global Challenges, ed. S. Staub and P. Green (New York: New York 
University Press, 1992), 59. 
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human beings as persons are denied their full stature and are reduced to mere entities or 

statistics, “then the concern for our surroundings also cannot find proper expression within the 

system.”1313 Roszak aimed to bridge the Western cultural schism “between the psychological and 

the ecological, and see the needs of the planet and the person as a continuum.”1314 Finding 

Roszak’s arguments convincing, Sarala Behn referred to his ideas to give a broader perspective 

to her own. She compared the Chipko Movement’s emphasis on conservation of natural 

resources, especially as “our soil, our water, and our forests” as a “telling example of this 

[Roszakian] revolt to preserve personality and nature.”1315  

The integration of psychology, ecology, and cultural dynamics that we discern in her 

thoughts, illuminate the interrelationship between people and nature as well as the expressive 

political force for social change, which in the words of Roszak is needed “to displace the 

inherited ideologies of industrial society.”1316 I posit that Sarala Behn added a meaningful 

dimension to the Roszakian ecopsychological project by connecting it to the ethical and anti-

authoritarian principles and practices of Gandhian village economics. Her constructive social 

work for political and economic decentralization and her role as originator of the movements for 

social and environmental transformation in Uttarakhand stress the point that enacting ecological 

goals that connect humans to nature is possible in small, decentralized communities in which 

power of people to act depends on “their capacity to contact and influence others.”1317 

Contemporary social science theorists also affirm that the presence of a “strong, local community 

1313 Sarala Devi, “Today’s Historical Context,” Vigil (April 11, 1980), 4. 
1314 Theodore Roszak, The Voice of the Earth (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 14. 
1315 Sarala Devi, “Today’s Historical Context,” 4. 
1316 Theodore Roszak, Person/Planet: The Creative Disintegration of Industrial Society (Lincoln: Universe 

Inc., 2003), xxx. 
1317 Sarala Devi, “Rapid Social Change,” Vigil 3, no. 51 (July 31, 1981), 4. 
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is essential to psychological well-being, personal growth, social order, and a sense of political 

efficacy.”1318 

Sarala Behn also took keen interest in the work of psychoanalyst and sociologist Erich 

Fromm.1319 Fromm’s social psychology asks important questions about how our way of life in 

society or our social character affects our psychological development and which in turn affect 

our interaction with the social environment.1320 Major themes which outline Fromm’s work and 

which echo in Sarala Behn’s writings were the influence of modern industrial society on the 

social character of people and the problem of human alienation, the centrality of love as a way to 

develop humankind’s constructive affection in restructuring society, and overcoming the 

psychological impact of capitalism and consumerism. 1321Sarala Behn’s position accorded well 

with the Frommian notion of human communion or essential oneness of humanity and its 

relation to love, where love is a social phenomenon rather than a highly individualistic or 

marginal phenomenon.1322  

While Fromm brought together an integrative and dynamic social theory showing how 

our psyche and society are interrelated, and the centrality of the value of love in society, Sarala 

Behn’s practical spirituality made a powerful demonstrative case for how elements of productive 

love as care, responsibility, respect, reciprocity and interrelatedness is crucial to ethical and 

sustainable approaches to environment. Her experiment in Basic Education was oriented to 

human development rather than training people to cater to the needs of an acquisitive market 

economy. In doing so, it provided the foundation on which constructive affections could develop 

1318 Daly and Cobb, For the Common Good, 17. 
1319 Sarala Behn refers to two major works of Eric Fromm: The Art of Loving and Sane Society. 
1320 Lawrence Wilde, Erich Fromm: The Quest for Solidarity (New York: Palgrave McMillian, 2004), 11-

12. 
1321 Erich Fromm, The Art of Loving (New York: Continuum, 2000), 101-4; Lawrence Wilde, Erich Fromm 

and the Quest for Solidarity, 146. 
1322Lawrence Wilde, Erich Fromm and the Quest for Solidarity, 12. 
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in a person that instead of remaining confined only to the family or to the private life extended 

into the larger societal sphere.1323  

These various ethical, spiritual, and psychological concepts point to the alternative 

epistemologies of diverse cultures and individuals that influenced Sarala Behn, and which 

formed the foundation of her integrative philosophy. It brings to light the points of convergence 

of ideas of East and West. It implies that environmental movements like the Chipko, inspired by 

Sarala Behn, were not the outcome of any one epistemological or cultural framework of thought. 

Sarala Behn contended that traditional language of ethics which starts with imposing rules or 

codes of conduct for deciding what is “good,” is limited and incomplete in understanding an 

ethics of conscience or discovering the potential of “other areas of human experience” to address 

human and environmental problems.1324 These other dimensions of human experience include 

other ways of knowing, such as the affective and intuitive dimensions of our relatedness to the 

world, not just the empirical or the rational. Moreover, Sarala Behn’s environmental philosophy 

goes beyond the narrow range of negative emotions and focuses on the more positive 

motivations to respond creatively to ecological sustainability challenges. Movements like the 

Chipko were motivated not by fear of consequences of deforestation but by reinstating a positive 

environmental consciousness that cultivates harmonious human relations to the natural world. In 

this context, modern ecopsychologists have noted that negative emotions such as guilt, shame, or 

fear can potentially desensitize people and create hopelessness and indifference rather than 

motivate them to act and change their behavior towards nature.1325 Recent studies have also 

lucubrated on the significance of cultivating positive emotions, virtues and strengths (empathy, 

1323 Sarala Devi, “Gandhi and Womanhood,” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
1324 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 281. 
1325 Andy Fisher, “Toward a more radical ecopsychology,” Alternatives Journal 22, no. 3 (1996): 20; M. 

Nelson, “A Psychological Impact Report for the Environmental Movement,” ReVision 20, no. 4 (1998): 37. 
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compassion, altruism, extroversion etc) towards inducing pro-social and pro-environmental 

behaviors thereby promoting human psychological well-being and happiness at personal and 

community levels.1326 Moreover, in contrast to modern approaches to environmental problems, 

which focus predominantly on one-dimensional, authoritarian measures such as legislation, 

litigation, public education etc. movements like the Chipko created a liberating environmental 

consciousness based on a holistic model in which “equitability of participation, sustainability in 

resource use, and democratic process in decision making guide the resolution of conflict on an 

issue.”1327  

Thus, we see that Sarala Behn’s philosophy of practical spirituality was poised to address 

the practical problems of our world as well as keep us connected to its intimate relationships and 

responsibilities. The practical expression of this spirituality is an ethic of care, enriched by the 

power of love and respect for the other, which radiates in ever-growing circles from the center of 

the family to the village, province, nation and the world.  This ecological methodology stays in 

harmony with the spiritual that makes sense of one’s environment both within and without. It 

makes the valid point that ecology is not just a science but also a philosophy, a way of thinking 

about the world, which includes spirituality as a way of being in and part of the world, acting in 

collective cooperation and connection with all others. The drama of nature’s evolution, Sarala 

Behn maintained, plays out the best when we follow the “law of mutual cooperation, of care and 

love” instead of the law of “survival of the fittest” and of competition and struggle.1328 Thus, 

Sarala Behn asserted that, “the ecological question is at root not a material question but a 

1326 Victor Corral Verdugo, “The Positive Psychology of Sustainability,” Environment Development and 
Sustainability 14 (2012): 658, 661-2. 

1327 Raghubir Singh Pirta, Holistic Development in the Western Himalaya: A Native Cognition (Department 
of Psychology Himachal Pradesh University, 2003), 10, accessed January 21, 2012, 
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjAA&url=http%3A
%2F%2Flib.icimod.org%2Frecord%2F11245%2Ffiles%2F197.pdf&ei=c8LYUbf4O8K_0AGElIGwCA&usg=AFQj
CNGNnvT4FaW_zaO0ehm3KahRXXu3kA&sig2=uRZjW2OUb9OItMpyqo0vVQ&bvm=bv.48705608,d.dmQ. 

1328 Sarala Devi, Forest Ecosystems and Rural Development Program. 
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spiritual one, not a technical but an educational question concerning man’s [sic] adjustment with 

total Nature [sic].”1329 In cooperating with nature, she saw the possibility of a practical 

expression of humanity’s spiritual endeavors:  

The present ecological imbalances and their effects on human life come as a blow to 
the ego of the modern man [sic] who thinks he [sic] has achieved “victory over 
nature.” The very survival of man [sic] has become a doubtful proposition. The need 
of the hour demands understanding and cooperating more closely with the natural 
functioning, and to maintain and increase nature’s power of fertility. This calls for a 
combination of spirituality and science which alone can be the basis of a viable future 
for mankind.1330 

 

Sarala Behn found ways to creatively engage ecological science and the cultural 

worldviews of the local people based on everyday experience. She remarked the “conservation of 

the environment is not possible as long as we aim for ecological restoration in isolation from the 

social and cultural environment.” 1331 This involved a holistic way of thinking, prompting 

interdisciplinary collaboration, cooperation, and understanding among social scientists, 

ecologists, economists, philosophers, and cultural worldviews. At a time when environmental 

ethics as an academic discipline was at its infancy in the West (1970-80), Sarala Behn gave 

shape to a practical environmental philosophy aimed to build a wider community of inquiry, not 

limited to the claims of any one singular discipline in dealing with the problem of the 

environment. The philosophical approach of Sarala Behn with regard to ecological issues brings 

us closer to reaching an intercultural rapprochement between Western and Indian thoughts. In 

her writings, one finds repeated stress on the need for integrating the essence of Eastern and 

Western spiritual wisdom, that of living in harmony with nature with scientific thinking on the 

environment and sociological research ideas of the West. This integration, she argued is 

1329 Sarala Behn to Madhava Ashish, (undated) Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 
1330 Sarala Devi, Forest Eco-system and Rural Development Program.  
1331 Sarala Behn to Krishna Mutri Gupta, July 13, 1980 and September 25, 1980 in Sarala Behn: smriti 

grantha, 306-307. 
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imperative to “understand and intensify [nature’s] methods, not to conquer or subjugate her.”1332 

“If mankind [sic] is to survive” she said, “the watchword of the future must be cooperation and 

synthesis,” and not “conquest of nature.”1333 

 

6.4 Bridging the Divides: The Transformative Thoughts of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn 

The realization of the new society and the new Man [sic] is possible only if the old 
motivations of profit, power, and intellect are replaced by new ones: being, sharing, 
understanding; if the marketing character is replaced by the productive, loving character; 
if cybernetic religion is replaced by a new radical-humanistic spirit. 

 
                   — Erich Fromm, To Have or To Be? 

 

This dissertation has argued that without the cognitive, ethical, spiritual, and 

organizational input of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, the social and environmental movements 

that transformed rural Uttarakhand might not have kindled the inspiration and interest in India 

and worldwide in the way they have.  

Interpreting these social and environmental movements purely from the language of 

Gandhian nonviolent resistance or from an indigenous religious worldview eludes the significant 

philosophical contributions of these women in creating and shaping these movements. It also 

obscures their role in enriching and radicalizing the Gandhian Constructive Program through 

their integrative thinking, their new knowledge on sustainability, and their painstaking mentoring 

of social activists.  

While these women worked for social change in a relatively small part of India, their 

integrative worldviews evinced creative responsibility for a sustainable world and encouraged 

dialog to promote harmonious relationships across people, nation, culture, and ideology. Thus, 

1332 Sarala Devi, “Crisis in the Himalayan Region,” Vigil (February 1, 1980): 16. 
1333 Sarala Devi, “Is the Age of Science Scientific?” Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection.  
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the philosophical-cultural worldviews of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn raises several questions 

about the meaning and content of modernization and development, alternative modes of 

production, consumption, lifestyles, democracy and participation, and worldviews, which 

contribute to transformative thinking and praxis for a more sustainable world. I briefly discuss 

these issues in this section considering their implications for Gandhian studies, ecological 

challenges, and the global debate on sustainability. I conclude stating the implications of their 

work in promoting solidarity and harmony between humankind and nature and in the future 

practice and policy of Himalayan mountain environment and development. 

The environmental philosophy of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn expanded Gandhian ideas, 

which bears regional and global implications on sustainability in the following ways. Firstly, 

these women brought the real Gandhi rather than the constructed hallowed saint to the world by 

calling our attention to his largely ignored but most important practical contribution, the 

Constructive Program. They creatively implemented the prescriptions of Gandhi’s radical 

reformatory project in his Last Will, demonstrating the role of self-reliant and decentralized 

village republics in creating alternative epistemologies and productive rationalities capable of 

fostering the overall wellbeing of communities. Sarala Behn in particular experimented with 

Gandhi’s Nayi Talim, creatively integrating it with progressive ideals that empowered 

marginalized rural women to reform their own lives as well as their society.  

Secondly, in expanding the philosophical and practical basis of the Gandhian concept of 

economic sustainability in the evolving socioeconomic context of the nation, Mira Behn and 

Sarala Behn developed a holistic interdisciplinary cognitive framework for sustainable 

community development taking account of the ecological, economic, and cultural interactions 

between human society and nonhuman parts of nature. In doing so, they channeled Gandhian 
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technology-sustainability discourse on village economics into newer pastures by bringing a 

regional dimension to development. Thus, they shifted the local focus and often orthodox and 

protectionist1334 nature of Gandhian rural development schemes to embrace wider epistemic and 

moral concerns of society. At the same time, they clearly secerned the science employed for 

bringing about Sarvodaya from that employed to legitimize a particular growth of political 

economy, i.e. for enhancing profit for the corporate and control over resources by narrow interest 

groups. Like Karl Polyani1335 they argued that the alienating and exploitative nature of the 

modern market economy commodifies nature and people and disrupts the fabric of human 

society. They showed how the links of statist science, technology, and market dynamics wedded 

to the objective of maximization of growth exploits mountain resources without any concern for 

sustainable options, ecological utilization of natural resources, and improving the quality of life 

of the local populace. These women emphasized that politics of knowledge is an integral part of 

democratic politics. They pointed out that developmental planning and initiatives cannot be 

confined to a scientific or technical realm controlled by experts and directed by statist 

paternalism but should recognize the need for social empowerment and public decision-making. 

The social activism which they begat thus aimed at putting people’s knowledge, perspective, and 

priorities for integrated and sustainable use and development of mountain resources. It is 

important to note in this context that while Gandhi upheld the small peasant farmer, he said little 

about the problems of “forest-dwellers, shifting cultivators or nomadic pastoralists,”in his vision 

1334 The Gandhian Khadi and Village Industries Commission for instance are often criticized for their 
failure to make the desired impact because of their focus on protecting and keeping alive the activities of the people 
rather than create new economic viabilities and opportunities suited to the changing times. E.F. Schumacher, “A 
Saner Technology,” Khadi Gramodyog, 17 (January 1971): 257. 

1335 Karl Polyani, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1944). 
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of Gram Swaraj.1336 However, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn addressed the problems of the 

indigenous people in their respective philosophies. 

Thirdly, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn added a novel dimension to Gandhian studies 

relating their own integrative worldviews and value-orientations to environmental behavior and 

goals of sustainability. Their aesthetic and spiritual worldviews provided a basic framework for 

understanding the relationship between humanity and nature. Their integrated worldviews and 

transformative education generated the much-needed ethical motivation towards sustainable 

behaviors, lifestyles, and practices. These are substantial value-additions since Gandhian studies 

largely remain focused on economics and sociology with little to say about worldviews and 

environmental philosophy per se. In contrast to usual materialist and political-economic 

arguments that merely stress the ecological significance of reducing consumption1337 Mira Behn 

and Sarala Behn’s environmental philosophy has greater relevance to influence public 

perceptions as it compels us to confront the social, cultural, ethical, aesthetic, spiritual, and 

ecological consequences of the political economy of consumption and consumerism in the 

context of sustainability. Their advocacy for adopting a modest material standard of living at 

both personal and community levels founded on such pluralistic value-orientations has much to 

offer in terms of informing and inspiring similar efforts not only in India but also in other parts 

of the world and therefore, need to evolve as a broad-based movement. 1338  

Finally, their integrative thoughts and plural value perspectives owe their significance to 

their ability to communicate and collaborate across cultures and nationalities fostering a sense of 

1336 Hardiman, Gandhi in His Time and Ours, 93. 
1337 Guha, How Much Should a Person Consume? 2006. 
1338 The Voluntary Simplicity Movement of the West has taken up a similar cause of simplifying lifestyle. 

However, it has not been able to make larger impact mainly because of their “self-absorbed subculture” confined to 
an elitist domain of “fringe activities” rather than develop a strong philosophical and practical basis to initiate 
collective action. Michael Maniates, “In Search of Consumptive Resistance: The Voluntary Simplicity Movement,” 
in Confronting Consumption (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2002), 202. 
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inclusiveness and responsibility for the whole world. Of special significance in this context is 

their integrative spiritual framework. They embraced what could be described as a “post-theistic 

humanistic religiosity without religious dogmas and institutions”1339 much in line with the 

thoughts of advocates of humanity who inspired them: Beethoven, Goethe, Rolland, Gandhi, and 

Fromm. The spiritual ideas they distilled from the diverse worldviews they encountered had a 

transformative quality that aims to emancipate the divine, the deepest mystical truths, wisdom, 

and knowledge, from the material colonization of organized religion. Their integrated spirituality 

embraced ontological, epistemic, and ethical values such as belief in the sacredness and unity of 

all life, spiritual aesthetics of nature, and a commitment to simplified yet artful living without 

waste, excess, or privilege of any kind. Their spiritual and aesthetic leanings revealed emotional 

and affective dimensions expressing an ethics of harmony, reverence for, and interdependence 

with the earth, values that are perhaps unavailable from science or rational thinking alone. Given 

such a spiritual framework, dialog with “others” takes place not in an empirical and economic 

language but in a mutual encounter of cultures that can convey and express human realities, 

values, societal visions, and a viable relationship between nature and humanity.  

Understanding such philosophical-cultural worldviews is an imperative today to facilitate 

cooperation and communication between nations and cultures as a foundation for human 

solidarity. The social and ecological movements for change illustrate how Mira Behn and Sarala 

Behn communicated this sense of solidarity in practice. These movements were part of an 

emerging political sphere of action and were diverse expressions of human solidarity expressed 

as concern for the local/regional and the global community. The discursive practices of the 

localized struggles based on commonly stated goals and an ethics of dialog, were thus not limited 

1339 Rudolf Steibert, Manifesto of the Critical Theory of Society and Religion: The Wholly Other, 
Liberation, Happiness and the Rescue of the Hopeless, vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 504-505. 
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to Uttarakhand but could also relate to other communities in India and the world. Thus, these 

movements broadened people’s own horizon of thought and action both temporally and spatially, 

in form and in content in direct and indirect ways. Contemporary sociopolitical theorists assert 

such instances of human solidarity as more opportune now than before, since there appears a 

clear need for international cooperation in response to the growing ecological crisis.1340  

Though these women hailed from the West, their capacity to share an identity with 

people different from their own land, geographically, culturally, historically, without losing their 

individuality conveys an important human message relevant for our times. Profoundly imbued 

with the Enlightenment ideals of humanism and fraternal unity among people, these women 

remained unfettered by isms like nationalism or patriotism or friend-foe distinctions, Eastern or 

Western. These women lived the ideals they embraced their entire lives. Though they spent 

considerable part of their lives in India and were both granted Indian citizenships later in their 

lives, they lived as citizens of the world challenging the narrow conceptions of nation state that 

obscures one’s view of the essential oneness of nature and humanity. They fought against the 

British, the country of their own citizenship, for India; led civil disobedience campaigns; 

willingly went to prison in solidarity with the people of India; and spent their whole lives 

working for the betterment of humanity and the environment. Yet, they did not restrain their 

work and thought to the uplift of just one nation and its peoples. Though Sarala Behn spent her 

entire adult life working for the uplift of the hill people of Uttarakhand, she declared herself as a 

Vishwanagarik (World Citizen) and participated in peace making activities during Indo-China 

war to heal relations between the two embittered nations. Mira Behn played an equally important 

role in communicating and translating Gandhi’s universal humanitarian ideas and practices in 

1340 Hans Georg Gadamer, Gadamer in Conversation: Reflections and Commentary, ed. and trans. Richard 
E. Palmer (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2001), 80-81; Catherine H. Zukert, Postmodern Platos 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 102. 
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Britain, United States, and later in Austria. In America, her eventual meeting with Howard 

Thurman in the 1930s was significant as it brought the African Americans’ cause close to 

Gandhi’s movement. There is evidence that she maintained contact with Martin Luther King Jr. 

in the 1960s, sharing with him her own thoughts on Gandhi.1341 Thus, the thoughts of Mira Behn 

and Sarala Behn embraced the wider concerns of both East and West. Their humanistic approach 

labors the point that genuine dialogical encounter between East and West will come not by 

highlighting differences, but by exposing certain shared common interests through interactions, 

dialog, and mutual exchange based on love and fellowship.  

Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s sense of world citizenship and universal human values as a 

foundation of human solidarity contains significance for sustainability at both regional and 

global scales. “Peace in the world,” said Mira Behn, “will not come by preaching refusal to fight 

but by combating now and always the causes of war.”1342 In her mind, a self-sufficient and self-

administered decentralized human community reflecting Gandhi’s ideal of World Peace where 

humans live in peaceful coexistence with nonhuman nature, could show the way to the 

preservation of the world. Such a community also indicates that solidarity is not a mere function 

of global economic integration or primarily a relation between human beings. The future of 

human solidarity lies in transformation of our manner of relations with each other as well as our 

collective relationship with the earth. Likewise, Sarala Behn argued from a Frommian 

humanistic perspective that human identity belongs to a global species rather than the concept of 

nation.1343 She reasoned, “Just as it is not true love to love one person so much that other people 

appear to be strangers, in the same way, to love one’s country in such a way that it is not a part of 

1341 Alan Mendelson and Joan Michelson ed., From Bergen-Belsen to Baghdad: The Letters of Alex 
Aronson (New York: Mosaic Press, 1992). See correspondence dated April 4, 1966 and November 22 1965 to Alex 
Aronson and Alan Mendelson respectively. 

1342 Mira Behn, “Communications,” Gandhi Marg (1970?), 285, Petra Kreuzer Private Collection. 
1343 Lawrence Wilde, Erich Fromm and the Quest for Solidarity, 132-136. 
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one’s love for humanity is also a form of idolatry.”1344 In her vision of a united world,1345 she 

reinforced values of human affinity as conditions for solidarity and Gandhian practical 

organization of decentralized village republics with her own conception of women’s role in a 

globalized world. Based on such conceptions of human solidarity she had argued for the 

necessity for a separate hill state, discussed in course of many of the Chipko meetings in the 70s. 

Instead of national or state level planning, which remains limited within political borders of 

states and nations, she elucidated, “effort should be towards a comprehensive regional planning 

based on geography, culture, and self-sufficiency of the local/regional economy.”1346 Such a 

need is cogently felt today since even after thirteen years of the formation of the separate hill 

state of Uttarakhand, “development” in the Himalayas is led with impunity by centralized statist 

ideology and “big” development projects that disregard questions of either ecological 

sustainability or economic and social justice of highland communities.  

There is a growing amount of scholarly interest about the work and legacies of Mira 

Behn and Sarala Behn in both India and the West.1347 While these no doubt affirm the continuing 

relevance of Gandhian thought in the world, only a few of these studies refer to and 

contemporize Mira Behn and Sarala Behn’s holistic vision on sustainability to address present 

1344 Sarala Devi, Revive Our Dying Planet, 282. 
1345 Sarala Behn found similar ideas of a united world in Bhave’s concept of Vishwa-Manava (Universal 

Person). Bhave defined the latter as a species over and above national or provincial identities and who envisions 
‘One World’, a world without borders. However, Bhave’s philosophy was too much in the abstract and lacked the 
practical integration in political, social, and cultural terms that Sarala Behn supported. Bhave’s pacifist ideals in 
terms of his advocacy of ‘One World’ were also inconsistent. For instance, when the Indo-China war broke out 
during the 60s and even during India’s armed occupation of Goa, he justified the use of military force on grounds of 
nationalistic ideals. He even dissuaded other Gandhians such as Jay Prakash Narayan from peace work arguing that 
Gandhian workers should only engage in social work within India. Hardiman, Gandhi in His Time and Ours, 250. 

1346 Sarala Devi, “Uttarakhand ki akhanditta” [The integrity of Uttarakhand], (paper presented at Prabasi 
Garhwali Sammelan /Conference of Garhwali expatriates), Shobha Vidyarthi Private Collection. 

1347 Marie Thoger, “Sarala Devi- bjergenes kvinde,” [Sarala Devi: woman of the mountains: a tale of a 
Gandhi-Activist] (Denmark: Lakshmi Ashram Venner, 2007); Klenk, Educating Activists:Development and Gender 
in the Making of Modern Gandhians, 2010; Weber, Going Native, 2011; George A. James, Ecology is Permanent 
Economy: The Activism and Environmental Philosophy of Sunderlal Bahuguna, 2013; Ramachandra Guha, 
“Himalayan Heroines: The Remarkable Social Activists of Uttarakhand,” The Telegraph, July 27, 2013, accessed 
July 27, 2013, http://www.telegraphindia.com/1130727/jsp/opinion/story_17162603.jsp. 
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and future developmental challenges in Uttarakhand. The ideas of these women calls for urgent 

attention today as the Himalayas are increasingly at risk from a reckless urban-industrial 

developmental process and consumerist culture motivated by market-led neoliberalism rather 

than ecological sustainability and social justice. Unscientific human interferences have made the 

mountains vulnerable in face of inevitable natural processes such as the recent floods that 

ravaged the hills of Uttarakhand in June of 2013. The latter event has prompted a revival of 

interest in the relevance of Mira Behn’s warnings given more than six decades back on the dire 

consequences of neglecting the ecological system of the Himalayan region. 1348 Her advice on the 

need for systematic ecological land and water use planning in the mountains and restoring the 

Himalayas through native plantations of Oak instead of the Pine remains a matter of vital 

concern. Her vision of a comprehensive and integrated land-use planning through animal 

husbandry, forestry, horticulture, etc. at the community level continues to be the answer to 

sustainable development in the hills.1349  

Equally exigent is the necessity to reconsider the detailed recommendations stated in 

Sarala Behn’s A Blue-Print for Survival of the Hills, a document reviewing the development 

policies in the Himalaya and suggesting alternative schemes for integrated, sustainable 

development of the mountains that addresses the needs of the environment as well as the local 

economy. However, the continued influence of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn can make a 

difference only when renascent Himalayan communities generates a new brand of committed, 

united, and informed social activists who can creatively engage with modern market processes 

1348 Gautam Siddharth, “Restoring the Himalayas: Oak Plantations to Prevent Killer Floods,” The Economic 
Times, July 4, 2013, accessed July 4, 2013, http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/restoring-
the-himalayas-oak-plantation-to-prevent-killer-floods/articleshow/20908305.cms; Ramachandra Guha, “No Lack of 
Warning: Something Horribly Wrong in the Himalaya,” The Telegraph, July 13, 2013.  

1349 Prakash C. Tiwari, “Land-use changes in the Himalaya and their impact on the plains ecosystem: need 
for sustainable land use,” Land Use Policy 17 (2000): 101-111. 
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and the scientific community to ensure both ecological sustainability and socioeconomic and 

cultural aspirations of the highlanders.1350 The women of the hills should once again play a 

central role in articulating and shaping these new possibilities to meaningfully transform their 

own lives and those of their communities. Uttarakhand has to keep alive its activist spirit and its 

great ideals. For guidance, it must seek the “support and knowledge of the remarkable social 

activists who still live and work in the state.”1351 As Mira Behn once said, “It was the Ideals that 

conquered and it is those ideals alone that can successfully overcome the difficulties and dangers 

which today surround us on all sides.”1352 

Although independent India showed disdain for Gandhi’s discourse on democracy and 

development in his Last Will and Testament, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were some of the few 

who remained steadfast and worked to develop and expand Gandhi’s program. They were both 

idealists and pragmatists who revolutionized Gandhian thinking in ways that will continue to 

inspire people of India and the world for constructive social and ecological change. As Gandhi 

said and as the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter cues, “The truth of a few will count, the 

untruth of millions will vanish even like chaff before a whiff of wind.”1353 

 

 

 

 

 

1350 Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, “Globalization and Social Activism in the Himalaya,” Garhwal Post, 
Dehradun, May 18, 2007. 

1351 Guha, “Himalayan Heroines.”   
1352 Mira Behn, “Straight From the Heart,” 58. 
1353 M.K. Gandhi, “War or Peace,” in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (April 2 1926-July 7, 1926) 

vol. 35, (New Delhi: Publications Division Government of India, 1999), 246, accessed March 11, 2012, 
http://www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL035.PDF.  
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