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In these pages, Kamla Bhasin, Isis Interna­
tional associate from India, shares with 
us her ideas and reflections about what 
the problems of mainstream development, 

about what sustainable development really ought 
to be, and about what we can do to promote 
sustainable development. These ideas have come 
from discussions with friends and from different 
readings. She shares them with us to stimulate 
more discussion and refinement. They have, as 
she says, to be concretized by different groups 
according to their own specific situations. 

SOME PROBLEMS OF 
MAINSTREAM 
DEVELOPMENT 

The main model of devel­
opment followed by our coun­
tries has focused on production 
of goods. It has been obsessed 
with material aspects, with 
economics, at the cost of all 
other aspects of life. This is 
why Gross National Product 
(GNP) is the main criteria for 
judging a country's develop­
ment, people's well being. And 
GNP is calculated by anything 
that is produced and sold in the 
market. Liquor productions. 

weapons productions, pornog­
raphy ~ all these go into the 
calculation of GNP. Can the 
number of weapons a country 
produces be a measure of its 
well-being? 

Profit is the main God in this 
model of development; profit 
based on so-called "free mar­
ket" and "free trade" princi­
ples. But actually the market 
and trade is neither being fi*ee 
nor fair. The weak and small 
always lose out to the strong 
and big. 

In spite of the obsession with 
production, large numbers of 
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people are still hungry, mal­
nourished, and under-clothed. 
For example, in spite of con­
tinuous rise in production in 
India, 17% of people are se­
verely malnourished, 40% mod­
erately malnourished, and 
40,000 children become blind 
every year because of Vitamin 
A deficiency. This shows how 
socially unjust the growth in 
GNP has been. The rich are 
squandering the limited re­
sources of the world while the 
poor do not have enough to 
survive in this system. 

The present system has 
• exploited nature, and 
people 
• increased disparities at 
all levels 
• created hierarchies of all 
kinds, in nations, people, cul­
tures. 

In this development, higher 
values like ethics, morality, 
justice have been forgotten or 
relegated to the area of the 
personal or religious life. Pub­
lic life is purely for the pursuit 
of profit and power. 

Modem science considers 
man to be supreme, over and 
above nature, not part of na­
ture. Nature has been plun­
dered, forests disappearing, 
land, water, air have been poi­
soned by too much use of pesti­
cides, fertilizers. Rivers and 
seas have been poisoned by 
factory effluent, oil tankers and 
all source of poisonous gases. 
This killing of nature affects 
women much more, especially 
rural women. If forest disap­
pear, she is the one who has to 
walk longer to get water, fod­
der and fuel, the men in her 

family are forced to leave the 
villages to go to cities in search 
of jobs. She becomes the head 
of the household, the sole care­
taker. This kind of develop­
ment based on greed and injus­
tice is unsustainable. The life 
support system oftribals, peas­
ants are disappearing. People's 
resources like common lands, 
forests have been becoming 
profit hunting grounds for in­
dustry and loggers. 

This present form of de­
velopment has also marginal­
ized women, disempowered 
them. Women were at the 
center of things when house­
holds were the center of pro­
duction, center of health care. 
Women had knowledge and 
skills in agriculture, animal 
husbandry, crafts, medicine. 
When all these activities were 
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commercialized and indus­
trialized, women lost out. 
Their knowledge was de­
clared traditional, therefore 
unscientific and redundant. 
Because they lost control 
over production they also lost 
control over decision-making 
and power. The introduction 
of cash crops instead of food 
crops often meant that 
women did the work but men 
took the cash. Food crops fed 
families but crops which pro­
duce cash do not necessarily 
feed families. Cash can be 
and is often squandered by source: wide Bulletin 1992:2 

men on non-essentials. The 
present model of development 
has strengthened patriarchal 
ideology and system. Women 
continue to lose in this system. 

it Development today has 
led to centralization of re­
sources, and decision-making 
power. Originally more people 
controlled local resources, but 
slowly you find fewer and fewer 
people controlling more and 
more resources. Decision-mak­
ing power is more and more 
centraUzed. Instead of deci­
sions being made at the village 
level they are being made at 
the district level or country level 
or by international organiza­
tions or multinational corpora­
tions in some other country. 
Big companies come and ex­
ploit forests, mines, seas. The 
local people have no say. They 
become the victims of massive 
destructions. Their share in the 
profit is either nil or marginal. 
They lose control over their 
own resources. They become 
less and less autonomous. 
What happens to poor people 

also happens to poor countries; 
they also lose their independ­
ence and autonomy - economi­
cally, politically. In this top 
down system, money, resources 
and power flow fi"om the weaker 
to the stronger, from the poor 
to the rich. Within the family 
women lose control, rural ar­
eas are exploited by the urban 
centers and poor countries sub­
sidized the affluence of the rich 
nations. 

^ If you want to control 
people in their resources from 
the center you need ways to 
control and coerce; therefore 
militarization becomes essen­
tial. Huge amoimts of resources 
are spent to develop systems to 
control people. We have seen 
the growth of armies, police, 
weapons all around us. Billions 
of dollars are spent even by 
poor countries on armies, po­
lice and arsenals. The problem 
is not just with the money and 
resources which are wasted 
but with the thinking that you 
have to control people with co­

ercive State power, and the 
bigger and richer the State, 
the more the power. 

While 60 percent of the 
world's population lives in 
poverty, two million dollars 
are spent on weapons every 
minute. Militarization as 
principle of violence or con­
trol is closely connected to 
patriarchy and male vio­
lence. It is linked to the vio­
lence in the family. What is 
worse and more dangerous 
is that peoples' minds have 
been brutalized and dehu­

manized, they have been so 
shaped that they can throw 
bombs on cities, kill innocent 
people, or sit and watch violent 
sex without being incensed. 
Such consciousness is ex­
tremely dangerous because it 
enters our homes and personal 
lives. Again women are the 
worst victims of militarized and 
violent minds. 

This development brings 
about homogenization, which 
means moving towards one or 
fewer varieties, reducing di­
versity. Instead of different 
kinds of crops you have one 
kind, instead of different cul­
tures, one culture. Diversity is 
being reduced in all areas. In 
agriciilture multi-cropping (dif­
ferent kinds of crops growing 
together) was given up for 
mono-cropping because then it 
is easier to manage big plots, it 
is more efficient for profits. 
Instead of having thousands of 
varieties of rice and wheat we 
now have just a few varieties, 
those too increasingly control­
led by a few companies. The 
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same is true in industry . For 
the market it is better to have 
standardization ~ one kind. 
Instead of thousands of people 
making small things in every 
village, big companies take it 
over. The move is from small 
and many to big and few. Few 
people control and large num­
bers of people become mere 
employees. They sell their la­
bour or brain. Their relation­
ship to work changes. There is 
less and less creativity. Work 
becomes mindless. People lose 
their autonomy. There is in­
creasing alienation, frustra­
tion. Human beings them­
selves become like machines. 

The same thing is happening 
to culture everywhere - the 
brahmin culture taking over 
the tribal culture. The culture 
of powerful countries, of domi­
nant classes and castes spreads 
to all the others. It is seldom 
the other way around. Black 
people's jazz or Indian yoga 
may become popular elsewhere 
but these are exceptions. 

Homogenization not only wipes 
away diversity but it is also 
states that third world, tribal 
or women's culture, industry, 
agriculture, medicine, science, 
is not efficient, not scientific, 
not good. The culture of the 
powerful is superior. Not supe­
rior, but declared superior be­
cause there is economic and 
political power behind them. 
In this it is always the minori­
ties, indigenous people, the 
tribals, the women, and the 
third world countries who lose 
out. The rich and powerful are 
the winners, the supermen of 
economics, politics and culture. 

it It is quite obvious that 
this profit and greed-oriented 
system is socially, economi­
cally, politically and culturally 
unjust. 

This kind of mainstream de­
velopment is not sustainable. 
The US and other industrial­
ized countries cannot be the 
model for the so-called devel­
oping countries. There are no 
resources on planet earth for 
all the developing countries to 
have the standards of consump­
tion which the industrialized 
world has and which has been 
showing as a dream to the oth­
ers. If all the citizens of this 
earth consumed as much as 
average US or European citi­
zens consume, life on would 
this planet come to halt. Vi­
sionaries like Mahatma Gan­
dhi knew this 50 years ago. He 
warned the whole world but 
world leaders were too dazzled 

by technology to heed a man 
like Gandhi who said, "Mother 
Earth has enough for every­
one's need but not for every­
one's greed." Once a journalist 
asked Mahatma Gandhi 
whether he wanted India to 
have the same standard of liv­
ing which Britain had. Gandhi 
replied "To have its standard 
of living, a tiny country like 
Britain had to exploit half the 
globe. How many globes will a 
large country like India need 
to exploit to have a similar 
standard of living?" The planet 
earth belongs to the whole of 
humanity. It cannot be allowed 
to be plundered by the greedy 
rich nations and rich people. 
Excessive and wasteful con­
sumption by some deprives the 
majority of essentials and it 
also destroys ecology. The prob­
lem is so serious that all of us 
have to act soon, before it's too 
late. 
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WHAT IS SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT? 

The question is: what k i n d of 
development would be sustain­
able? W h a t would be the m a i n 
characteristics of sustainable 
development? 

Lots of people everywhere are 
searching for solutions. These 
are people who are concerned, 
who care a n d who are brave 
enough to ask serious ques­
tions, brave enough to chal­
lenge the big and powerful, the 
greedy a n d ruthless. Isn't it 
incredible that the so-called 
educated, scientific, modern, 
r ich people are leading the 
world to disaster and it is the 
poor, the so-called uneducated 
people who are shouting "Stop 
this madness". A L a t i n A m e r i ­
can activist/thinker sa id re­
cently " M y people do not want 
development. They only want 
to live." 

One wonders who is more "ad­
vanced", those who are totally 
divorced from nature and who 
are destroying the planet w i t h 
their unsustainable life style 
or those who are st i l l t ry ing to 
live i n harmony w i t h nature? 
Who are global citizens? The 
jet set types zipping across the 
world or those who consume 
httle and do not contribute to 
ecological disaster? Who should 
be the experts now, the scien­
tist, economist and politicians 
who have brought the world to 
the br ink of disaster or those 
women and men whose knowl­
edge, wisdom, life styles were 
declared "backward"? 

W h a t do we have to do so that 
everyone can live? Some things 
are already quite clear. They 
w i l l get clearer as we move 
forward on the path of sustain­
able development. Oiu" concern 
is not just for the present gen­
eration should h a n d over a 
better, more just and sustain­
able world to the next genera­
tion. 

•A- Development has to be i n 
harmony with nature. It can­
not be over-exploited. Nature 
sustains us so we have to sus­
t a i n nature. We have to exam­
ine those cultures and reUgions 
which respect, worship or treat 
nature as a l iv ing system. We 

have to look at and learn fi-om 
people who are close to nature, 
l ike tribals, aborigines, a n d 
native Americans. We have to 
give nature as much as we take 
from it or more a n d treat her 
with respect. "If we look at our 
old traditional practices i n a l l 
cultures we fmd that there were 
a lot of practices to make us 
live i n harmony w i t h nature. 
For instance most families I 
know do not pluck anything 
from the a tree or plant after 
dark; after dark we do not even 
pluck a leaf from a plant. God 
rested on the seventh day, 
therefore people must also rest. 
Original ly people worked on 
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nature; work was cutting trees, 
taking trees from one place to 
another, hunting animals, 
building things; so rest on the 
seventh day is also giving na­
ture rest. Similar notions lie 
behind many of our religious 
practices; on certain days we 
are vegetarian, we do not eat 
meat; these are ways to create 
harmony, to create space for 
the balance between nature 
and people to be rebuilt, which 
today we have completely 
wiped out. In the name of sci­
ence, reason, in the name of 
being modern we do not re­
spect anything that kept a deli­
cate balance between nature 
and human beings. Reverence 
for life for all forms of life has to 
be created." (Vasantha 
Kannabiran) 

•A- Sustainable develop­
ment has to be people-centered 
and people-oriented, not 
things-centered and things-ori­
ented. People have to be the 
subjects and not objects of their 
development and in this model 
there are no hierarchies among 
people: Whites are not supe­
rior to Blacks. Brahmins are 
not superior to the uneducated. 
Every human being is re­
spected and taken as an au­
tonomous person and every 
human being is given respect. 
Development of human crea­
tivity, human potential, inner 
satisfaction, will be the prime 
moving principle. Well-being 
will not be measured by how 
many material things you pos­
sess but by how creative you 
are, how involved you are with 
what you are doing, how much 
dignity ordinary people have. 

As Mahatma Gandhi said, our 
concern should be the "last 
man" (and woman), among the 
poorest in society there should 
be over-all well being. 

•A- Sustainable develop­
ment has to be woman-cen­
tered. Historically and even 
today women take Care of the 
basic needs of society like foods, 
fodder, fuel, shelter, nurtur­
ing. They are also more at­
tuned to nature. As child-bear­
ers they have had to be more in 
tune with their own nature. 
They have also been creating 
and nurturing. I am not saying 
men cannot do this. I am not 
saying women are biologically 
more caring and nurturing. It 
is because of women's sociali­
zation for centuries, and be­
cause of their preoccupation 
with sustenance, nurturing, 
and nursing. 

Women, especially rural 
women, are the ones whose 
survival is most threatened by 
ecologically disastrous devel­
opment. Women are the poor­
est, the most vulnerable. When 
forests, or lands or rivers, or 
wells die, these women mourn 
the most because they are the 
most affected. Because women 
know the pains of creation, they 
hate destruction most. This is 
why in struggles to save for­
ests, struggles againsf pollu­
tion, in movements against 
militarization women are in 
the forefront. This is why 
women have to be at the center 
of sustainable development. 
Women are more likely to in­
sist that basic needs be satis­
fied, that killings be stopped. 

* Sustainable develop­
ment has to be basic needs-
oriented. Sustenance for all 
rather than profits for a few. 
Majority of the people must 
first get sustenance, their ba­
sic needs must be satisfied be­
fore others make big profits 
and squander the limited re­
sources of the earth. 

Sustainability requires relin­
quishing levels of consumption 
of the rich. There is no way 
that the present level of con­
sumption can continue with­
out catastrophic outcomes. 
This is the most urgent action 
the industrialized world must 
take. However, lowering of con­
sumption levels can be seen 
not as deprivation but as lib­
eration: liberation from greed, 
want, competition, envy, per­
petual, endless, mindless, and 
crippling desires. 

•A- Decentralization is an­
other principle of sustainable 
development. We have to move 
towards decentraUzation in de­
cision-making and in control 
over resources. Rich countries 
cannot plan and decide the fate 
of every region and commu­
nity. Plans will have to come 
from people. More and more 
decentralization should take 
place in politics, in agriculture, 
in economics, and in industry. 
This decentralization will move 
away from homogeneity, it will 
allow diversity to flourish. Lo­
cal people will live according to 
their own cultures and tradi­
tions. 

* Another principle which 
follows from decentralization 
is that, instead of representa-

Isis INTERNATIONAL WOMEN IN ACTION 4/91 & 1/93 15 



WOMEN AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Photo:Cynthia Cockburn 

tive democracy (in which once 
i n five years we vote the re­
sourceful people into power), 
we must advocate grassroots 
democracy which is direct. Par­
ticipatory democracy at every 
level of society w i l l unleash the 
energies of people. We have to 
start demanding direct partici­
patory democracy as against 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e d e m o c r a c y 
which is actually s t i l l rule from 
above and not rule by the peo­
ple. Poor people have no possi­
bi l i ty of r u n n i n g our democra­
cies. There is a need for democ­
racies through smaller units, 
through decentralization. 

Politics of peace, non-vio­
lence or respect for life is an­
other principle we have to pro­
mote. There has to be politics 
of peace; and non-violence at 
e v e r y l e v e l : n o n - v i o l e n c e 
against nature, against other 
people, o t h e r races , other 

classes, the other sex. This is 
an essential principle of sus­
tainable development. Not only 
do armies and bil l ion dollar 
weapons industries have to be 
dismantled but people's minds 
have to be demilitarized. Seeds 
of peace and non-violence have 
to be sown i n a l l minds. 

Sustainable development has 
to be like a tree. It has to grow 
from below upwards like a tree 
grows - i n harmony w i t h na­
ture. A t the moment develop­
ment is coming from above. 
Things which are unsuitable 
are brought to people. If you 
consider development to be like 
a tree, what does it mean? It 
means, you can only select 
those things which are good for 
the local soil. Y o u can only i n ­
troduce those ideas which the 
local people want, understand, 
and can take care of; which can 
be sustained locally because 

they are suitable to the local 
climate, people, their needs. 
Only those things which are 
suitable, which people believe 
i n , and which can be sustained, 
can grow l ike a tree. If you 
bring a tree to this part from 
the H i m a l a y a s i t w i l l not grow. 
B u t we have brought ideas fi-om 
al l over the world and are try­
ing to implant them here, i m ­
pose them upon people lead­
ing, ult imately , to disaster. If 
we use the principle that de­
velopment has to be l ike a tree, 
them we have to first under­
stand the needs of the people, 
their resources, culture, man­
agement, capabi l i t ies , local 
conditions and only then can a 
new idea be brought. 

For sustainable development, 
we need a different k i n d of po­
l i t i c a l , economic, social and 
c u l t u r a l system a n d a new 
value system. 
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WHAT CAN WE DO? 

You may now ask - what can 
you and I, individuals, insig­
nificant groups, do in our areas 
to make sustainable develop­
ment a possibility? Let me tell 
you that if the present system 
is to change, it is small people 
like you and me who will have 
to change it. This may sound 
strange but it is true. This new 
kind of development can only 
be ushered in by millions of 
small people who do not have a 
stake in the present system 
can also join the struggle if we 
are willing to give up the ad­
vantages we derive from the 
system. 

Unless small people, small 
groups do experiments in their 
small ways all over the world, 
sustainable development is not 
possible. So hope lies in small 
experiments like your own. A l l 
of us can try and do the follow­
ing. 

* Let us begin with our­
selves; let us women fill joy in 
our life and work. We have to 
look after our bodies and minds 
to feel strong and beautiful. 
We have to be S H A K T I 
(strength) and have to radiate 
this S H A K T L Wherever we 
are we shovdd support other 
women; give them strength; 
tell them they are important, 
their knowledge is important, 
they are the creators and nur-
turers. We begin with our­
selves, our family, our daugh­
ters and mothers and then 
within our organization, in the 
communities where we work. 

* Wherever we are, what­
ever we are doing we should 
empower people; tell people 
they are subjects of their own 
development; treat them with 
respect, recognize their dignity, 
their wisdom, their time-tested 
knowledge systems, their stay­
ing power. 

* Support people's organi­
zations because empowerment 
of the poor is not possible as 
individuals. Small groups have 
to become the training ground 
for grassroots level, participa­
tory democracies. They can 
make people feel less vulner­
able. Build people's self-confi­
dence, self respect, manage­
ment capabilities, creativity, 
inner strength, and inner 
beauty. 

* We have to practice de­
mocracy everywhere, in our 
family, our organizations. We 
have to tell our male colleagues 
or if we are the boss tell our­
selves to be more democratic so 
that more and more people 
learn to practice, to respect, to 
love democracy; so that grass­
roots democracy takes root in 
our families, in our NGOs and 
in the communities we are 
working with. It is this prac­
tice which will create groups 
and people which are strong 
and autonomous and who will 

Source: Sustainable A g r i c u l t u r e Newsletter 
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allow no one to attack and rob 
their dignity, their economies. 

* In whatever we do we 
should try to move towards self-
reliance, not just financial self-
reliance but self-reliance in 
skills, knowledge, information; 
so that dependence on others, 
on the outside is reduced. Au­
tonomous, self-rehant groups 
can safeguard their own inter­
ests. We have to move forward 
what Gandhiji called SWARAJ 
or self-rule at every level. The 
principle of SWARAJ is, if I 
want to rule myself I will not 
allow others to rule me; it also 
means that I cannot rule an­
other person. So SWARAJ at 
an individual level—within the 
family, at the panchayat level, 
national level. 

* Moves towards self-reli­
ance will require that we do 
experiments to develop things 
which are in harmony with 
nature, experiments in agri­
culture, experiments in health. 
Similarly we have to develop 
legal system, or media., which 
build on people's knowledge 
and traditions, which do not 
lead to unnecessary speciali­
zation, and fragmentation; 
which avoid knowledge going 
into the hands of few people, 
whether it is an agriculture or 

industry, law or medicine or 
media. Many groups are reviv­
ing organic culture, herbal 
medicine, popularizing Ayur­
veda (a traditional Indian 
Health system), homeopathy, 
naturopathy, yoga. I am not 
saying we go back to what ex­
isted, because there were faults 
in our tradition also. For ex­
ample, in our traditional caste 
panchayats women had no role. 
The new systems we evolve 
have to avoid these flaws, they 
have to rid the traditional sys­
tem of caste, class, and gender 
bias. Similarly we have to de­
velop traditional agriculture 
using whatever new knowledge 
we have. We are suggesting a 
creative mix of traditional and 
modem practices which en­
sures respect for nature, jus­
tice, equity. 

* All this big work done by 
small people like us requires 
wonderful networking. If all 
these small experiments are 
isolated and fragmented they 
will not mean much. Little 
drops of what mean nothing. It 
is only when they come together 
that they become a stream, 
when several small streams 
come together they become a 
big stream. So we need net­
working at different levels. At 
the village level you can see 

networks between different 
families. Similarly you need 
NGO networks at the national 
and international levels. We 
need networking between dif­
ferent disciplines- economists, 
political scientists, lawyers, 
doctors, dancers, singers, po­
ets. All these people need to 
come together to create a new 
world. : -

* Wherever we are let us 
talk about and insist on values 
like justice, ethics, morality, 
beauty, love. Because people 
lost sight of these values, de­
velopment lost its human face. 
We have to bring back these 
values into our private and 
public lives. Other values are 
reverence for all life, simple 
living in harmony with nature, 
respect for diversity. Wherever 
we find there is no justice, 
morality, ethics, we have to 
speak up, not keep quiet. 

Large number of small groups 
are already doing what I have 
suggested here. Let us put in 
our bit to create a better world. 

About the author: Kamla Bhasin is 
an Isis International Associate and 
currently programme officer of the 
Freedom from Hunger Coalition 
(FFHC/AD). Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) of the United 
Nations, New Delhi, India. 
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