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What is SADED? 
Dr. Ritu Priya & Vibhor Juyal 

 

South Asian Dialogues on Ecological Democracy (SADED) was born in 2002, out of work 

undertaken cooperatively by Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, Centre for the Study of Developing 

Societies (CSDS), and Lokayan in India; Kepa and Siemenpuu Foundation in Finland. However, the 

practical work of SADED is the outcome of an even wider collaborative and creative involvement 

by many individuals and organisations forming a network or web of efforts, which does not have 

one epicenter. 

SADED encompasses democratic control of natural resources and looks upon it as integral to the 

expansion and deepening of democracy and to the survival of humankind. In this respect the 

Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (2002), disappointed all those who had 

any sensibility towards issues of ecological sustainability and equitable development of the 

humankind as a whole. Modern science, social and economic processes and policies tend to 

fragment life, issues and people's ways of looking at them. 

Democracy today has come to mean merely representing political structures. Despite this dominant 

thrust of institutionalisation over the past 200-500 years, which has culminated in the present 

processes of monopolistic, hegemonic, and humanly disempowering globalization, there is another 

perspective on democracy which is still widely espoused, intellectually and intuitively. It is an idea 

about relationships based on equality, mutuality and respect for individual interaction – between 

family members, between communities, between human beings and the rest of nature, between 

genders, interaction in the market and the nation-state, and between peoples across nations. 

No one organisation can aspire to fulfill the need for all the various types of interventions required 

to realise democratic values in all walks of life. What is needed is not a structure for unifying or 

homogenising the diverse, but rather a way for us to relate to each other, an attempt to 'own' each 

other and nurture each other's democratic interventions despite differences. A space is required for 

enabling ideas or concerns about democracy and a platform for diverse interventions; a forum where 

people from diverse backgrounds can come and share their work and create new coalitions, without 

necessarily merging their respective institutional/organisational identities. SADED looks into the 

challenges for all of us, i.e., to build politics around this perspective, and to channel all institutions 

towards ever expanding and deepening democratisation. 
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The concept of ‘Ecological Democracy’ (ED) is central to the work undertaken in the SADED 

framework. All the dimensions of life, also of democracy within them, are inter-linked and so 

focusing on any one leads to the others. Since the ecological crisis is a special one for our times, and 

yet is inadequately recognised, SADED envisages strengthening the idea of comprehensive 

democracy through 'Ecological Democracy'. The notion of ‘Ecological Democracy’ incorporates a 

democratic relationship between human beings and nature, as well as an equitable distribution of 

nature's resources among human beings within a nation and between nations. We interchangeably 

use 'Ecological Swaraaj' with ED, but actually view it as a deeper concept that incorporates a 

belief in the oceanic concentric circles of life symbolising just, symbiotic and sustainable 

relationships in all dimensions of life  that are ever-widening, encompassing the entire world as a 

family. 

SADED's Mission 

To identify ways of articulation of ecological democracy in a manner that it can capture the 

imagination as a desirable worldview of all sections in India, South Asia and globally in the present 

times. This is possible only when there is comprehensive understanding of democracy, i.e., 

democracy expressed in all dimensions of life. 

The Perspective  

There has to be a theoretical articulation of the linkages of ecological issues with all other 

dimensions of life within a framework of ‘democracy’. 

Simultaneously, it has to be in a way that it conveys the idea to as many sections of society as 

possible, and can influence their day-to-day actions. Thirdly, the articulation could be politically 

meaningful when people who understand, and have been involved in mainstream politics, were part 

of the deliberations on these issues. Fourthly, the ideas have to be articulated and based upon the 

concrete reality of people's lives in diverse settings. Fifthly, the idea will have to find articulation in 

diverse forms if they are to be communicated to all – from theoretical and ideological writings and 

discussions, to concrete manifestation of these ideas in action however fragile – in economic 

activities, social relationships, organizational structures and processes, cultural forms that convey 

shared meanings, and in political campaigns. 
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SADED’s Goal 

The goal of SADED is that it prepares strategies and thematic, theoretical, administrative and 

practical models on ecological democracy approach for the following purposes: 

 To bring to the public debate the need for ecological democracy approach in diverse fields of life as 

an essential part of the comprehensive democracy of life. 

 To show how ecological concerns and other dimensions of democratic urges empower each other in 

general and in a broad variety of crucial issues. 

 To engage with local communities'/citizens movements' initiatives, media & grassroots views on 

ecological democracy to bring them and their issues for local-to-global dialogues through platforms 

such as provided by the Indian Social Forum, Asian Social Forum, Euro-Asian forums, Afro-Asian 

dialogues, and the World Social Forum.  

SADED's Objectives 

1. To explore the possibility of articulating the idea of ecological democracy by various modes, 

understand the strengths and limitations of each one; learn about threats and barriers to successful 

communication through each and draw lessons for future engagement. 

2. To deepen the understanding of ecological democracy and its practice through concrete issues in 

real life situations. 

3. To strengthen/generate resources (knowledge, committed persons, literature, cultural activities, 

networks, etc.) that can continue the efforts towards ecological democracy. 

The SADED Methodology  

SADED is not a formal entity, neither a closed circle. SADED is a knowledge network on ecological 

Swaraaj and sustainability - formed by several activists, organisations and people’s movements and is 

constantly open for engagement with new initiatives and partners. The support reaches a variety of 

actors and organisations through the SADED network. 

SADED, in its nomenclature itself conveys an open-endedness because the whole intellectual 

political project of moving towards ecological democracy hinges on the dialogic method. The 

rationale of this form of intervention will be clearer if we understand the basics of the context in 

which SADED is operating.  
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The reality of South Asia is not only complex, varied and multi-layered but is also fast changing. 

Different actors at various levels are using the same terms with different meanings. Even within 

South Asia, for example socialism in India has a far deeper impact and incorporation of the non-

Marxist ideas of people like Gandhi and Ambedkar. In other parts of the world, Gandhi will not be 

considered as integral to socialist ideology. Paradoxically, in India, activists inspired by the two 

extremes of Gandhi & Mao end up struggling on the same issues of natural resource and justice 

together. Synergies and alliances are created out of local situations, contingencies of oppression and 

struggle on the ground, rather than based on ideological conditioning of liberalism, Marxism, 

Gandhian and Ambedkarite ideas.   

SADED has realised that if the interventionist enterprise for justice and sustainability issues confines 

itself to the normal ideological divides, it may not be easy to explore sustainability perspectives. To 

make any substantive contribution for the emergence of ecological democratic views, it is important 

that various dimensions of ecology and democracy are understood in a participatory mode. 

SADED’s understanding is that a widely shared meaning of ecological issues is a pre-requisite for 

making an effective response and a meaningful contribution to mitigating the present ecological 

crisis, which demands immediate and comprehensive responses. With ever-increasing emphasis on 

growth-based models, ever-increasing wasteful consumption of clean water and its conversion into 

unclean water, rupture of natural water cycles, oil peak, increasing conflict among various 

stakeholders on minerals, water, fossil fuel, coal, forests, inland and sea-fisheries, increasing salinity 

and degradation of soils, industrial and other pollutions in cities of the South, expanding steel-

cement and electricity based “modernisation” and urbanisation are various factors and elements of 

the ecological scenario today in the Global South, including South Asia. 

The tragedy is that across South Asia there is a lack of political response to this crisis. Individuals or 

sub-streams raising these issues in an integrated fashion are few and marginal to the provincial and 

national polity. 

To evolve an integrated ecological-political response to the pervasive ecological crisis, a low-key 

effort is needed to expiate the links between various single-issue movements. This would require, in 

the first place, recognising and owning the political and conceptual worth of these diverse social 

movements. 
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Then while recognising the differences in emphasis and detail, there is a need to engage with their 

underlying approach to fundamentals, and thereby emphasise their complementarities to expand 

areas of convergence and organisational vision. Thereby, these civil society efforts can offer a 

coherent alternative view of development which is feasible, ecologically sound and sustainable. 

Although many groups, both NGOs and social movements are raising these issues, most of them 

are working on specified single issues and outcomes. Whereas, since ecological crisis is multi-

dimensional, it requires not a piece-meal issue based solution but a widely shared view on what 

constitutes the ecological crisis and how different stakeholders should relate to each other in a 

manner that an alternative view on development model becomes an obvious choice. 

Thematic Areas 

Over the years, SADED has identified thematic areas as the focus of its work, themes dealing with 

the interface of ecology with social, economic and political democracy – from local-to-global levels. 

 Sustainable Agriculture; Kisan Swaraj Abhiyan (Farmer's Swaraj Campaign) 

 Water-Rivers-Flood Management  

 Ecology, Dignity and the Marginalised Majorities 

 Koi Bhookha Na Soye Samvad (Let No One Sleep Hungry) 

 Himalaya Swaraj Abhiyan (Save the Himalaya Campaign) 

 Adivasi Survival Globally 

 Inter-Continental Dialogue 

SADED Principles and Processes 

Related to these various themes, SADED undertakes Dialogue in several modes - through 

multifarious conversations across diverse sections; through formal meetings, workshops and 

seminars at local, national and international levels; as well as Jeevanshalas (schools) and remedial 

classes for children and adolescents, padyatras and field research also providing channels for dialogue.  

These various modes of communication are viewed as inputs into processes that strengthen the 

'flow of meaning' across various social segments and contexts, such as by: Engaging in campaigns of 

the deprived to understand the meaning of ecological democracy in specific contexts; Generating 
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dialogue to evolve the idea of ecological democracy and how it can be strengthened in realistic 

terms; Identifying and strengthening ecological lifestyles and worldviews by engaging with groups 

such as the Adivasis. 

In all of these, some principles commonly followed have been: 

 Voluntary participation was encouraged and garnered as a resource for ecological democracy. 

 Those with more ecological worldviews (often also from less developed regions and deprived 

sections) were encouraged to participate, given greater exposure than their level of skills and 

resources would normally allow, and nurture them into leadership roles. 

 Linking the theoretical and ground level issues and debates. 

 Engaging in collaboration activities, supporting or enhancing impact of ongoing activities and 

harnessing existing energies and resources for ecological democracy work. 

 Developing and strengthening networks without building the identity of SADED. 

 Promoting the ideas and issues of ecological democracy was primary; not organisational branding 

and credit-seeking. 

Thus, besides organising and participating in dialogues to promote and deepen the concept of 

Ecological Swaraaj, the formal activities SADED engages in to promote ecological democracy 

include:  

(1) Building networks or participating in existing networks relevant to Ecological Swaraaj; 

(2) Strengthening this work in neighbouring South Asian countries and in international fora;  

(3) Disseminating information on Climate Crisis and Ecological Democracy to the general and 

movement press through Green Features, and  

(4) Upgrading the SADED Resource Centre as a support for scholars and activists working on subjects 

related to Ecological Democracy by providing a collection of documents, newspaper clippings and 

books as well as a work space.  

* * * * 
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WHAT IS SADED 

‘The Finnish Connection’ 

Vijay Pratap 

If someone were to describe SADED as a group based in India run by funding from North – this 

kind of introduction, instead of revealing anything substantial, concealed a whole lot of facts of our 

shared journey. Huge non-financial support and goodwill of Finnish organisations, institutions and 

individuals have contributed to the making of and meaningful growth of SADED.  Money is always 

critical. Contributions made by (1) Third World Connection Movement, (2) CED, (3) VK Finland, 

(4) NIGD, (5) KEPA, (6) CRASH are noteworthy. Because it is not so much money but other 

intangibles which they have contributed to nurture the extra-ordinary Finnish-India civil society 

relationship in which SADED is located.  

SADED has been, and in all likelihood, will remain in the civil-society location of Nepal-India 

polity. But a large number of Finnish individuals across ideological spectrum, greens, feminists, neo-

liberals, neo-Marxists and social democrats in their individual capacity have engaged with the critical 

actors from SADED in Finland, India, Nepal or international initiatives like AEP Forum, WSF, 

Climate Cops, Sustainability Summits organised by TERI, CGP and quite importantly, Helsinki 

Process including its side-events. In fact, this Finnish connection (VK/SADED/WSF/Helsinki 

Process) has vastly improved our understanding about global civil society and its debates. An 

important achievement of this relationship has been that it is not only the iconic stars like Devinder 

Sharma, Harsh Mander, Prabhash Joshi, Om Thanvi or senior politicians like Digvijay Singh that 

have visited Finland, but a sizable section of activists who belonged to vernacular Bharat besides the 

elite activists.  

How was this achieved? 

To put it in a couple of sentences, the most important factor in covering the journey so far is that 

donor-recipient relationship, project frame and financial relationship was only a part of the whole, 

and not the whole of the relationship. The basis for this kind of deep, comprehensive and genuine 

partnership was laid out through not following the text-book prescription in KEPA-Lokayan 

exchange programme, evolving it through a participatory mode of activists on both Indian and 

Finnish side.  
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In 1987-88-89 debates we had proposed that just 'helping' or solidarity with Indians cannot be 

adequate basis for an expanded and deep partnership. For this, two things were proposed 

specifically (a) we should take up issues of Finnish people as well as (b) some other country - other 

than India and Finland. 

In my opinion, we did attempt this integration in our own small way. Registration of Nepal 

SADED, joint India-Nepal-Finland's voluntary work on Nepal Dalits, Janjatis and democratic issues 

is one such example.  

About half-way since the beginning of the project, Ms. Hanna Matinpuro, then director Siemenpuu 

was visiting India. Just before leaving for the airport, she said, I have no time, otherwise I would 

have asked you to write a page or two on ‘What is SADED’. Since there is no time, so I will ask you 

all to explain this to me. We all, including senior Gandhian journalist and SADED resource person 

Sh. Devdutt and Prof. Ritu Priya were not prepared for such a formal questioning. We genuinely 

were at a loss, as we merely know democratic and ecological values we all regarded important. And 

SADED has been an exercise in collective self-learning of Ecological Democracy through an 

interface of vernacular activists, activists from English speaking India, experts, retired civil servants, 

media and political activists. More than that, I am at a loss whenever I have to respond to the 

question "What is SADED".  We are grateful to the participatory Self-Appraisal Teams for 

articulating this for us.  

We are in the process of reconstructing the story of SADED. I have made a random list of network 

friends, who will have some idea of what SADED has been and should be like in future. This list 

had about 100 names.  

In August end, we had some friends of SADED in Delhi to discuss the planning process for the 

next plan. We decided that we should request 3-4 friends to do a collective-critical-self appraisal of 

SADED. Because of a very hectic schedule until the first week of October, we have not proceeded 

on other formalities of this like working out a ToR, writing a letter and a note to all the relevant 

people to contribute in this exercise and formally set up a semi-outsider team for this work. But we 

have started working on various elements of this work.  

Some friends in Finland in India SADED group meeting during this trip (September 2014) 

remarked that SADED has become a super NGO. Though the motivation was to describe the vast 



DRAFT / 12 JANUARY 2014 

canvass which SADED is engaging with, but I strongly feel this comment will not convey what 

SADED is, has been, and most likely will be....... We strongly feel that what has evolved is not 

because of a good preconceived plan/vision document. It is an ever-evolving dynamic because it has 

been conceived as a dialogic-interactive, open-ended yet rigorous response to the present elite 

consensus on growth-consumerist fundamentalisms. SADED's richness, vastness and depth, if any, 

can be attributed to strong commitment to the method of dialogic interface and constant collective 

strivings to explicate values and perspective on Swaraaj, which obviously encompasses ecological 

Swaraaj. In this politics of discourse, effort is to constantly be in conversation with those who are 

constantly being undermined by growth-consumerist fundamentalist paradigm.  

We are yet to claim completion of this phase, where individuals from all the communities from what 

we call marginalized majorities are leading the SADED discourse. But we, with all humility, can 

claim that we are very close to achieving a level, where our articulators of Ecological Swaraaj will be 

form a broad base of those questioning growth-fundamentalism. According to my rough estimate 

we shall complete the threshold stage of developing our ability to be heard on some critical issues in 

three to five years. Now a stage has come that we prepare a detailed working document to involve a 

larger number of people and eventually community leaders.  

It is for this purpose that critical members, both in India and Finland, contribute to this exercise. In 

Finland Marko Ulvila, Anastasia and Thomas Wallgren have agreed to compile a "journey together". 

In India also, we have started a similar process.  

Hopefully a good working document for future use will emerge from this exercise in Finland and 

India. My feeling is that we have not stretched our imaginations enough. Networks in India and 

Finland, if they re-prioritise their work in a manner that they together can set up an Asian Level 

Information Centre for Ecological Swaraaj in Helsinki and Kathmandu. This is perfectly possible if 

Siemenpuu takes a lead in setting up a consortium of Finnish organisations and donor agencies. This 

kind of information centre on Swaraaj in Helsinki and Kathmandu will go a long way in connecting 

with other global initiatives of various kinds. 

* * * * 
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WHAT IS SADED ?

A  C O N C E P T U A L  &  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  
O V E R V I E W

VIBHOR JUYAL

 

WHAT IS SADED? 

 South Asian Dialogues on Ecological Democracy (SADED) was born in
2002- A result of cooperative coordination by Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) and
Lokayan [India] and Kepa and Siemenpuu Foundation [Finland].



 However the practical work of SADED is the outcome of a wider
collaborative-creative involvement by individuals and organizations in
a network of efforts without one epicenter.

 SADED is a network inspired by the aim of developing perspectives on
‘Swaraaj’ - an evolved form of democracy, which is comprehensive in
the terms of economic, spiritual, cultural, social, political and gender
dimensions.
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WHAT IS SADED? 

 Not a formal entity, neither a closed circle.

 A space for enabling concerns about democracy and a platform for working on
diverse interventions;

 A forum for people from diverse backgrounds to share work and create new
coalitions;

 A politically meaningful theoretical articulation of the linkages of ecological
issues with all other dimensions of life - within a framework of ‘democracy’;

 Through dialogues, SADED aims at interlinking
individuals/groups/organizations on various thematics of ‘Ecological
Democracy/Swaraaj’, as well as enabling persons who are concerned but not
socially active, to become involved in collective initiatives.

 

WHAT IS SADED
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 To explore the possibility of articulating the idea of ecological democracy
by various modes, understand the strengths and limitations of each one;
learn about threats and barriers to successful communication through
each and draw lessons for future engagement.

 To deepen the understanding of ‘Ecological Democracy’ and its
practice through concrete issues in real life situations.

 To strengthen/generate resources (knowledge, committed persons,
literature, cultural activities, networks, etc.) that can continue the efforts
towards ecological democracy.

SADED Objectives

 

SADED Principles

 Voluntary participation as a resource for Ecological Democracy.

 Those with more ecological worldviews (often from less developed regions and deprived
sections) encouraged to participate, given greater exposure than their level of skills and
resources and nurture them into leadership roles.

 Linking the theoretical and ground level issues and debates.

 Engaging in collaboration activities, supporting or enhancing impact of ongoing activities and
harnessing existing energies and resources for Ecological Democracy work.

 Promoting the ideas and issues of ecological democracy primary; organizational branding and
credit-seeking not a priority.

 Understanding various dimensions of ecology and democracy understood in a participatory
mode.

 Preparing strategies and thematic, theoretical, administrative and practical models on
ecological democracy approach.
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SADED Principles

 Voluntary participation as a resource for Ecological Democracy.

 Those with more ecological worldviews (often from less developed regions and deprived
sections) encouraged to participate, given greater exposure than their level of skills and
resources and nurture them into leadership roles.

 Linking the theoretical and ground level issues and debates.

 Engaging in collaboration activities, supporting or enhancing impact of ongoing activities and
harnessing existing energies and resources for Ecological Democracy work.

 Promoting the ideas and issues of ecological democracy primary; organizational branding and
credit-seeking not a priority.

 Understanding various dimensions of ecology and democracy understood in a participatory
mode.

 Preparing strategies and thematic, theoretical, administrative and practical models on
ecological democracy approach.

 

SADED Working Structure 

 SADED’s survival support has come from Siemenpuu foundation, Finland and
CSDS, Delhi, India. Its activities of dialogue and action, however, are possible only
through the interaction and mutual support of a vast number of individuals,
organizations and movements with civil society, national and global.

 Main geographical focus – India-Nepal;

 Actively developing ‘Swaraaj’ networks in other parts of South Asia and globally.

 The organizational structure - Convenor, 2 Associate Convenors and a steering
committee of ±13 members.

 Discussions within this group and network advisors form basis for decision
making.
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SADED Working Structure 

 Thematic working groups develop around specific issues with

a Coordinator (who also becomes part of the Steering
Committee) and a varied number of
members/advisors/resource persons.

Specific geographical groups are also developed for location
specific issues, working on the interlinkages of Ecological
Swaraaj on the ground and for forging alliances for local
action.

 

SADED Working Structure
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Network Structure

 

THEMATIC ARCS

 Ecology, Dignity and the Marginalized Majorities

 Sustainable Agriculture; Kisan Swaraj Abhiyan (Farmer's Swaraj Campaign)

 Water-Rivers-Flood Management 

 Water Philosophy Dialogues

 Koi Bhookha Na Soye Abhiyaan (Let No One Sleep Hungry)

 Himalaya Swaraj Abhiyan (Save the Himalaya Campaign)

 Adivasi Survival Globally

 Civilizational Perspectives

 Inter-Continental Dialogue

 Bueven Vivir

 Collective Self -Learning on Biodiversity 
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A Snapshot of our Dialogues & Initiatives

 Health Swaraaj
 Engagement with Gandhi

 Climate Crisis and Sustainability Project
 Himalaya Neeti Samvaad

 Nirmal Jal Nirmal Ganga (River Basin Project)
 Dalit Dialogues

 People (for) Law, Ecology and Democracy [PLEAD]
 Inter Faith Dialogues 

 Himalayan Information & Knowledge Exchange
 Ecological Democracy 

 Harit Swaraaj
 Nepal Bharat Samvaad
 SADED Resource Centre

 Transcription, Translation & Publication Wing
 Beyond Copenhagen
 ASHA Network

 

 

 

* * * * 
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Ovais Sultan Khan     
 

SADED 

In the past years, SADED evolved as a Think Tank on ‘Ecological Democracy’, while bringing 

heterogeneous sectoral constituencies together to discuss, deliberate, listen, share, differ and learn 

from each other during dialogue processes on ecology, sustainability, democracy and many more 

themes contributing towards more humane, just, non-violent and ecologically sensible societies. 

 

SADED enabled mutual respecting dialogic churning spaces for individuals, civil society groups – 

networks, government – non-government agencies, grass-root workers – activists, intellectuals – 

academicians, journalists, vulnerable – marginalized identities and movements. These processes 

uphold the dissenting spirit concerning recent hegemonic discourses of growth and life-styles, for 

enhancing the critical understanding and knowledge on meaningful human interactions within 

themselves and the rest of nature. 

 

SADED espoused the methodological style of working through alliances and networks, as synergy 

builder/nurturer of such individuals, groups, organizations and campaigns as well as their efforts at 

out-reach activities at ground level. Alliance for Holistic Sustainable Agriculture and Beyond Copenhagen 

Collective are such alliances and networks on sustainable agriculture and climate crisis response. 

SADED is also part of Vikalp Sangam, which is a collective search for exploring, experiencing and 

experimenting ‘alternatives’ in the societies. 

 

Future Churning 

As we know, India has the third largest number of Think Tanks in the world on different issues. In 

this vast context, a question naturally comes to the mind as to what can make SADED different 

from other Think Tanks and also how can it be more humanely assertive on Ecological Democracy as a 

Policy Institution in future? 

SADED believes in comprehensive democracy of human life and interaction with nature, which is 

not merely limited within the understood arena of present socio-political-economic structures. The 

enhancement of critical understanding of different constituencies in South Asia on this aspect can be 

South Asian Dialogues on Ecological Democracy: 
Designing the Future Perspectives 
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a major task. In this process, if SADED confines itself around the issues of traditional knowledge 

systems of health, ecological occupations, artisans and other livelihood skills and practices which is 

embedded in the cultural traditions of local societies. Mostly, these are based on oral practices for 

passing the knowledge from one generation to the next and they have different means of articulating 

knowledge and practices – stories, rituals, songs, etc. It can be an empowering move to protect and 

nurture the knowledge and practices, which are left with the societies and strengthen them. The 

knowledge and practices of local communities are under threat and it has involved damaging 

implications for the present and future generations of human beings as well as nature. 

The knowledge and practices of local societies can bridge the divide between north-south, south-

south as well as extreme thresholds of cosmopolitan-vernacular world. Despite having the 

understanding of a variety of worldviews on how to live life more meaningfully, vernacular societies 

are being unheard due to the dominion of knowledge uniformity and its articulation. The local 

societies have lot of things to contribute but they are being restricted from doing so. SADED can 

open the ways, which can lead to an extent where ‘north’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ societies start 

understanding the worth of ‘south’ and ‘vernacular’ societies. SADED can do it because of its 

methodology of engagement with societies which allows and promotes different kinds of articulating 

ways. 

Dissemination of knowledge and practices of local societies is important to safeguard them. 

Through the dialogic channels, SADED can collect the information and can produce as documents 

to share with the rest of the world and also with the local communities. Documents must be in 

vernacular and modern languages.  

This is also true that knowledge systems are very critical domains which involve a variety of local to 

global challenges and socio-cultural-political-economic-spiritual consequences as well. SADED can 

play a significant role in it on the basis of past work. But it must always be kept in mind that 

knowledge and practices should not turn as commodity by the influence of market economy culture. 

 

* * * * 
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Notes on WHAT IS SADED? 
 

 Prof.  Meher Engineer 
 

Nature has been seen as a mother in all traditional societies. Even so, the recognition that she has 

rights has only very recently found a place in the constitutions of the world’s many republics, i.e., in 

those of Ecuador and Bolivia. 

The idea behind SADED is, I think, based on just that perspective. The idea is important for many 

reasons that are so obvious that I need not mention them. But one reason, though not obvious, is 

worth mentioning, viz., telling the common people of South Asia that the resources that nature gives 

them are to be used thriftily and sustainably, is easy. 

Democracy is a recent idea, relatively speaking, in patriarchal South Asia. It has nevertheless caught 

on in some of its countries and, despite horrible odds, has refused to die in others. 

Ecological Democracy = Ecology + Democracy will, therefore, resonate in the hearts of South 

Asia’s common folk. 

The contrary idea, of patriarchal rule, was best verbalized by Adam Smith when he wrote 

“Everything for ourselves and none for the rest has, in every age and clime, been the vile maxim of 

the masters of mankind.” 

“What is SADED?” has recognized that. The write-up says “Despite this dominant thrust of 

institutionalization over the past 200-500 years which has culminated in the present processes of 

monopolistic, hegemonic and humanly disempowering globalization, there is another perspective on 

democracy which is still widely espoused, intellectually and intuitively.”  

I need not expound that the other perspective is better if I quote Barry Commoner’s 4 laws of 

Ecology: 

1. Everything is connected to everything else 

2. Everything must go somewhere 

3. Nature knows best 

4. There is no such thing as a free lunch 
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Last, but not the least, the SADED process is one of dialogue, or other dialogues between 

individuals and social groups all over South Asia, with a view to changing the region’s present 

politico from one that can only lead to destruction to one that nurtures the life of the region in all its 

varied liveliness. 

* * * * * * * 
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Abstract 

Notes and comments on the introductory article "What is SADED?" is a further reflection on the concerns and crisis 

of modernity and on the urgent need for "Ecological Swaraaj", as articulated by SADED. The focus is mainly on the 

endeavor to deepen the understanding of the ideological background of modernity and why modernity has the tendency to 

dominate and undermine tradition, traditional knowledge systems and cosmologies and nature.  

Whereas in the document "What is SADED?" it is indicated that "The notion of ‘Ecological Democracy’ 

incorporates a democratic relationship between human beings and nature", in my comments and notes I try to explore 

why such a perspective poses great challenges to the modern framework or mindset. "What is SADED?" proposes 

that Swaraaj is "a deeper concept [than democracy] that incorporates a belief in the oceanic concentric circles of life 

symbolising just, symbiotic and sustainable relationships in all dimensions of life  that are ever widening, encompassing 

the entire world as a family". Fully agreeing with this, a short suggestion is given as to why this is the case. In the same 

spirit as the "What is SADED?" text, my reflections end with an open-endedness as to how we are in fact to 

understand modernity and respectively "Ecological Swaraaj". As "What is SADED?" notes, "SADED, in its 

nomenclature itself conveys an open-endedness because the whole intellectual political project of moving towards ecological 

democracy hinges on the dialogic method." Hence, one could say, my notes and comments on "What is SADED?" is 

an effort to open up a space or pathway for representatives of modernity and even modernity itself to join this dialogical 

process, undertaken by SADED.   

As the name already reveals, South Asian Dialogues on Ecological Democracy (SADED) is 

concerned with what it calls “ecological democracy”. It defines as one of its core missions “[t]o 

identify ways of articulation of ecological democracy in a manner that it can capture the imagination 

as a desirable worldview of all sections in India, South Asia and globally in the present times”. In 

other words, we will not find SADED providing us with a readymade definition or answer to what 

ecological democracy might mean and how it should or must be understood. Rather, it aspires to 

provide a forum within which the process of an articulation or articulations of “ecological 

democracy”, or “ecological swaraaj” — as the more preferable term — can be actualised. As is 
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stated in the introductory description: "SADED, in its nomenclature itself conveys an open-

endedness because the whole intellectual political project of moving towards ecological democracy 

hinges on the dialogic method.” 

Even though SADED does not at the outset provide a definition of ecological democracy/swaraaj, 

the pressing need for it arises on account of the recognition of the current ecological, social and 

even civilisational crisis and the recognition of the interconnectedness of the social, economical, 

physical, moral and the spiritual with the ecological. Thus, SADED advocates the view that 

ecological democracy is a way to “strengthening the idea of comprehensive democracy”. One of the 

leading guidelines for the work proposed by SADED is the notion that ecological democracy 

“incorporates a democratic relationship between human beings and nature”. Whereas this is a notion 

that surely finds resonance with a great deal of the population of this earth, it at the same time poses 

a potential barrier to many a “modern mind”. One can easily imagine a representative of the modern 

disenchanted, scientific worldview protesting against the possibility of a “democratic relationship 

between human beings and nature” — at most, one might say, nature has a place in democracy only 

to the extent it will be a part of some human interests. For, as we might well imagine, the modern 

mind might make the claim that nature does not have a language nor does it have a will, and thus it 

cannot be part of any democratic process.  

This modern, disenchanted and scientific worldview — and rational reason as its principle guiding 

light — with its understanding or conception of the relationship between man, nature and the 

cosmos at large, has its historical and ideological reasons/background. As one of its key features, 

modernity and its social, intellectual and economic institutions has largely been built on a hubris-like 

distrust with and opposition against tradition(s); seeking to suppress all other knowledge systems, 

which are not produced in accordance with its own principles. Consequently, as the so-called pre-

modern societies are known for their close and in varying degree “democratic” relationship to 

nature, modernity is in a sense naturally characterised by a kind of distancing, arrogant and aggressive 

attitude towards nature. We all know the consequences of this modern instrumental rationality; its 

“innovative” as well as its destructive power, whereof SADED’s call for ecological democracy. 

As a modern western white male, whose form of life is deeply integrated with modern civilization 

(despite the internal criticism towards it), I feel a deep need to gain an understanding of why the 

modern framework has such a power to mesmerize and integrate people as a part of its process. The 

obvious reason for the want of such an understanding is that, in addition to myself, many of my 
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loved ones and people near to me, are part of this modern form of life; some even to the point of 

being its advocates and champions. In other words, my aspiration is to find ways in which 

representatives of modernity, and even modernity in itself, might be integrated into the dialogue 

suggested by SADED; as voices with their own hopes, fears, dreams and commitments. So what I 

will try to do now is to make a brief characterization of some of the internal ideological, 

metaphysical and even to some extent ethical forces within modernity. In the best case, this might 

provide us with tools for deepening the dialogue with our external and internal “enemy” of 

modernity.  

***** 

As I pointed out, there is a clear moral contradiction residing within the narrative of modernity and 

its enlightenment and post-enlightenment optimism. This is generated by the two powerful lines of 

aspiration running through the core of (high) modernity: (i) the ethical aspiration of liberty, 

democracy, human rights, enlightenment, social equality, etc., and (ii) the strive for accumulated 

wealth and material well-being. Today, we know empirically that these two core aspirations seem to 

contradict each other. We know quite well that (ii) has led to devastating consequences on the social 

as well as the ecological frontiers. The problems on both of these frontiers have a historical as well 

as a logical basis. Cheap production labour and ever-increasing demand for effectiveness is one of 

the prime demands of rapid and unlimited economic growth. The consequence is of course an 

unavoidable exploitation of human resources, that is to say, of human lives; the demand of slavery 

of one sort or another. On the ecological frontier, economic growth is linked historically as well as 

logically to the exploitation of natural resources, as economic growth has an inbuilt demand for the 

consumption of products and products having an unavoidable material basis. So one may then ask: 

why does the aspiration for economic growth persist so strongly as an icon of our times? Is it so that 

modernity has abandoned its moral aspirations for that of material wealth? 

Obviously, the issue is immensely complicated and multi-faceted and something I cannot hope to 

account for in such short time. But I shall make some attempts in framing what, to me, seem to be 

some essential features. The sketch I will set up is of course a very rough one. 

 Even though economic growth has by now shown its destructive character, the moral aspirations 

have not been abandoned from the rhetoric. On the contrary, they still live on as a life-giving and 

motivating force, especially among those who have benefited from the modernization process in one 
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way or another, or among those hoping for their share of the cake. I said that the dominant 

discourse stresses the importance of economic growth, but as much of the rhetoric shows, the 

primacy here – on a rhetorical and ideological sphere – is one of instrumental nature. What I mean by 

this is: Economic growth is seen to be, or rather claimed to be, the instrument for actualising the 

moral aspirations of (i). So, as one might easily observe in most public as well as in some specialists 

discussions, the idea is that through economic growth, i.e., through accumulated (material) wealth, 

we will achieve the aspired moral aims. In this sense, one could say, the moral aspirations function as 

the primary legitimatising and justificatory forces for (ii). Put it differently, it is not uncommon to 

stumble upon the claim that either the best, or at least the most realistic, if not the only, way to achieve 

the moral aspirations of (i) is through the project of economic growth: the destructive social as well 

as the ecological exploitation is a necessary step towards (i).  

It might be concisely summarised how the economic growth aspiration transforms itself into a 

legitimatising imperative, by characterising its ideological framework. Following Michael Walker’s (The 

Frasier Institute) claim that “the solution to most of the problems” we face today, is a complete 

commodification of more or less “everything” in the world, we can get a feel of the underlying 

framework informing the alleged imperative nature of economic growth (Interview with Walker in 

the documentary film The Corporation). The main idea, as Walker explains, is that through 

commodification we transform things into interest-relations, thus directing regulation of them into 

rational procedures. Another way to put it is that a complete commodification of the world would 

bring about equilibrium of interests. Much of course needs to be said about this metaphysical claim, 

but obviously I cannot go into the issue here. What I do want to emphasise though is the ideological 

presupposition that I believe is clear in Walker’s neo-liberal account, namely that (instrumental) 

rationalisation is the emancipatory power –one example of this is the belief in the “invisible hand of 

capitalism”. And one should not underestimate the immense power of such an ideology. Just to make 

a short indication of the temptation of this narrative and the effect it has, we might think of the 

energy which is released when the moral conflict of our consumer society is, in the above mentioned 

way, resolved. That is to say, when the pressures accumulated by the obvious moral contradiction 

between the moral aspirations of the project of modernity on the one hand, and its aspiration for 

increasing material wealth on the other hand dissolves due to imagined necessity of economic 

growth, all that tension and energy is freed and, one should note, directed back into the economic 

sphere: consumption is not only acceptable but even understood as part of the mechanisms 

eventually leading to the moral aspirations of (i). This, I would claim, is an essential part of the 
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dominant rhetoric. In other words, the economic growth imperative takes on the form of an ethical 

imperative.  

Thus, the story that should be told is the story and history of the rise and establishment of rational 

reason to the ideological forefront of modern civilisation. This story will help us to understand what 

we are dealing with and, so I suggest, it might also help us in our struggles to form a democratic and 

dialogical process to which all are invited. Now my assessment is that understanding the “what” can 

neither be done without talking about power-struggles, nor can it be done without taking into 

account the ethical and ideological dimension inherent in these struggles. This can be seen already at 

the very core of the modernisation process, in the shift from a mythos to a logos centred 

society/ideology, beginning already in ancient Greece. One observation worth accounting for with 

respect to this shift is as follows: Roughly speaking, in the pre-Homeric and Homeric era both terms 

“mythos” and “logos” could be said to have referred to “speech”. The terms had though, very different 

meanings. Whereas the former form of speech was taken to be “true”, “sincere” and “authoritative” 

speech, the latter had connotations like “insincere”, “deceitful” and “disgraceful" (Fredrik Lång 

2010, Jaget, Duet och Kärleken och andra idehistoriska essäer, Helsinki:Schildts). The sincere and truthful 

speech of mythos had its authority secured by the aristocratic and ruling class, while logos was the 

speech that was conducted at the market and on the squares by “ordinary” people, usually involving 

commercial activities: in other words, a form of thought and speech with characteristic features of  

instrumental/calculative reasoning. Through the shift of power from the aristocratic elite to the 

“free men of Athens”, i.e., to the squares and to the establishment of the ancient Athenian 

“democratic polis”, a noticeable shift also occurred at the conceptual level: whereas “logos” had been 

understood as untruthful and insincere speech, it now acquired more or less the opposite meaning 

— i.e., truthful, sincere, etc. — while “mythos" started gaining the position it more or less has today: 

“mythological”. So when Aristotle notes that his contemporary society is shifting from a mythos to a 

logos centred society, he is voicing a shift in power, in social and cosmological imagination and 

thought and speech; a shift which overcomes and/or liberates itself from the power-structures of 

tradition, only to put into motion a new era of power and tradition. 

Another example I want to take up is the observation of the framework within which the idea of 

unlimited economic growth establishes its position. As Charles Taylor has noted, building on Max 

Weber and others, the contemporary notion of unlimited growth steps on the 

conceptual/ideological scene reasonably late in modernity (Charles Taylor 2007, A Secular Age, 
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Cambridge (MA) : Belknap Press of Harvard University Press). The reason for its late up-come can 

be understood by recognising that the idea of unlimited growth needs a cosmological/conceptual 

background which can supply the necessary framework for such a notion’s meaningfulness. Taylor, I 

believe rightly, observes that the European medieval society, especially with its cosmology, did not 

have room for any notion of unlimited structural organisation and thus neither for any notion of 

unlimited (economic) growth. One of the cosmological features which Taylor is concerned with is 

portrayed by the medieval carnival. Simply put, the carnival’s cosmological function was to mark the 

end of an annual cycle as well as, and importantly, the end of a structural order, which was turned, 

so to speak, upside-down and then again reorganised according to the established order. Now the 

main point is of course that such a cosmological order did not include any clear concept of 

unlimited growth/development — especially when it came to human conduct/society and secular 

time — but rather, society had a definitive structural limit to it. As in the case of the ancient Greek 

society and the shift from mythos to logos, the medieval society also faced, through social and 

ideological reform and power struggles, a great shift in its cosmological, ideological and conceptual 

framework. Without trying to make the claim that the only motivational force behind this shift was 

ideological with its ethical traits, I would like to suggest, with Taylor and others, that the ethical 

played a substantial role. As many people might be aware of, the larger reformation movement — 

which started late in medieval period and reached its climax through the rise of the protestant 

church and its new ethical universe — turned against the moral, theological and political corrupt 

traits of the dominant (Catholic) church order. As so many elements of the pre-protestant social 

order, also the cosmological framework and thus the carnival symbolising the limit of social 

structures, was abandoned for a new “disciplinary society”. Relevant to our topic, the fading and 

eventually the fall of the old social structure released an immense potential of energy into the 

“secular development” and structuring of the society: a new social image emerged which not only 

experienced itself as freed from the limiting framework of the old (to some extent oppressive 

structures) but even saw it as its moral obligation to structure society on the idea of unlimited 

human and social structural potential. One should still add the important point that the medieval 

society’s enchanted cosmology, with its tight connection to a non-mechanistic conception of nature, 

“had” to be replaced by a disenchanted, rationalistic framework. It is upon this new cosmological 

imagination that the modern scientific paradigm is built and thus owes its existence to it. In other 

words, modern science has formed an integrated part of modernisation’s battle against tradition and 

the non-secular.  This on-going, hubris-like struggle against the traits of “the old enchanted”, 

”mythological” world, we see actively at work in our contemporary discourses, stretching all the way 
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from public to academic discussions. One might thus make the claim that the disenchanted, 

mechanistic worldview enjoys an ethical as well as a political hegemonic position in the imagination 

of our modern civilisation. 

***** 

Many more examples could be given of how, within the process of modernization, we find 

integrated struggles for freedom and overcoming of corruption and oppression. But parallel to such 

stories, other, more disturbing features about modernity should also be taken into account. 

Obviously, as far as modernity has been (partly) a story about genuine emancipation, one needs to 

pay heed to it, and allow its voice(s) to influence us. But the question that keeps inviting itself, is to 

what extent we can really talk about “genuine struggles for emancipation” when speaking about 

modern (western) civilization: many would be prone to say that modernity has contributed with 

nothing but more and more sophisticated, complex and opaque forms of oppression, violence and 

exploitation. Maybe modernity with its power-struggles is best captured by the term “opportunistic”, 

maybe even in an indirect way "reactionary".  

And there are obviously both visual as well as historical reasons for such suspicion. Among others, 

Winin Pereira has noted the intrinsic and, as he claims, fundamental links between modern science 

(perhaps even modern rational/instrumental reason) and commerce or exploitative economic 

structures and thus warfare and political power-structures. As he writes: “Western science required 

and requires large funds for carrying out its investigations. Such supporting funds could only be 

accumulated through unjust processes” (Winin Pereira, 2006, From Western Science to Liberation 

technology, 4th edition, Earthcare Books, Kolkata, India). Pereira is pointing to the established 

interdependent relationships between scientific research, political ends and means, technological 

development and the politics of economy.  

As a historical and conceptual fact, which I have already pointed out, the rise of 

rational/instrumental reason to the forefront of modern civilization is an event internally linked to 

economical/commercial activity. So reflecting on the current situation with the increasing shift of 

power to corporate control, one may wonder whether the corporate and financial powers are an 

opportunistic feature of modern civilization — i.e. that corporate power has managed to take 

advantage of the transforming processes of modernity utilizing techniques of manipulation, 
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conspiring within the framework of modernity — or whether the growing corporate power is an 

internal, natural and necessary consequence of modernity. 

***** 

As these theoretical and historical questions continue to challenge our understanding, the current, 

everyday world is a battlefield between increasing corporate power and the struggle for ecological 

democracy and swaraaj. It is thus not surprising that all the listed thematic areas of SADED are in 

one way or another concerned with this battle. The areas are: 

  Sustainable Agriculture; Kisan Swaraj Abhiyan (Farmer's Swaraj Campaign) 

 Water-Rivers-Flood Management  

 Ecology, Dignity and the Marginalised Majorities 

 Koi Bhookha Na Soye Samvad (Let No One Sleep Hungry) 

 Himalaya Swaraj Abhiyan (Save the Himalaya Campaign) 

 Adivasi Survival Globally 

 Inter-Continental Dialogue 

When thought through, all of the six first of these thematic areas are concerned with the 

interconnectedness of the social, economic, physical, moral and spiritual with the ecological. So is 

the last one. But even more than that, the last of the thematic areas noted by SADED calls for a 

different kind of or alternative globalisation process. Currently, the term “globalisation” means the 

process of evolving and strengthened global markets. SADED’s Inter-continental dialogue 

alternatively could be understood as a struggle for a global village in which, among other things, the 

above mentioned thematic areas are taken into the core of the process — not the globalizing of the 

markets — in ways as not to create a hegemonic and elite system of authority, but rather in ways as 

to preserve, include and respect the diversity of voices around the world, believing, as it were, in the 

principal force of unity and love between all living beings.  

***** 
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Let us ask once again why “ecological democracy”?  

 “Ecological” because of the imminent ecological crisis, but also because ecology is an integrated part 

of the forms of life of many cultures and worldviews in ways that do not resemble the modern, 

scientific and mechanistic understanding of nature.  

 “Democratic” because of the belief that no one person, culture or worldview possesses the absolute 

truth and because of the belief in equality. In a true democracy everyone has an equal right to raise a 

voice.  

The deepest shortcoming in modern democracy though, is that the criteria for which voices are 

allowed to participate in modern democratic processes, is highly dictated by the modern paradigm of 

“rational” reason/discourse — which in turn is built on a very limited notion of “reason”. Hence, 

many voices are completely left out. This might be one of the reasons why SADED views “swaraaj” 

to be a deeper and more encompassing concept than "democracy". Whereas the concept of 

democracy, as it has developed in the west, has always been tightly connected to the rise of rational 

reason and discourse — in its every-increasing “disenchanted” and secular form — and thus has a 

tendency to leave out voices not embracing this modern formula, “swaraaj” is a concept of what one 

could call a deeper moral character. What I mean by this is that “swaraaj” — especially as used by 

M.K. Gandhi — is a concept which takes the strive for self-rule of every individual as a bases, 

irrespective of his or her cultural or civilisational mind-frame: every “voice”, so to speak, is 

legitimate. The concept of “ecology” deepens this alternative paradigm even further, for now we not 

only speak of swaraaj for every individual, but incorporate other animals, other life-forms like plants, 

etc., and even possibly nature and the cosmos as a whole — we do not yet know the limit or 

limitlessness of ecological swaraaj.  

Ecological swaraaj is a huge challenge at least to the modern rational mind. It challenges us to learn 

to listen and to speak outside of the boundaries of rational discourse, exploring the depths of our 

own consciousness and our relationship with others — call this introducing our moral conscience, 

our moral intelligence, to the core of our discourses. Importantly, such intelligence — which we all 

do possess — is not dependent on a deep understanding of the historical and ideological reasons for 

modernity and its hegemonic rational reason with its institution. Deepening one's understanding of 

swaraaj and its connection to non-violent relationships and dialogue, which is in a sense an 

ahistorical process (although not meaning that historical analysis has no place here), is key to 
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dissolving the current civilisational crisis we are facing. The initiative and work of SADED is thus of 

immense importance.  

* * * * 


